Cognitive Dissonance and Special Education Teachers: Examining Instructional Decisions in a High-stakes Testing Era by Showers, Alyse H.
Georgia State University 
ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University 
Early Childhood and Elementary Education 
Dissertations 
Early Childhood and Elementary Education 
Department 
5-14-2021 
Cognitive Dissonance and Special Education Teachers: Examining 
Instructional Decisions in a High-stakes Testing Era 
Alyse H. Showers 
Georgia State University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/ece_diss 
Recommended Citation 
Showers, Alyse H., "Cognitive Dissonance and Special Education Teachers: Examining Instructional 
Decisions in a High-stakes Testing Era." Dissertation, Georgia State University, 2021. 
https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/ece_diss/55 
This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Early Childhood and Elementary Education 
Department at ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Early Childhood and 
Elementary Education Dissertations by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University. 




This dissertation, COGNITIVE DISSONANCE AND SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS: 
EXAMINING INSTRUCTIONAL DECISIONS IN A HIGH-STAKES TESTING ERA, by 
ALYSE SHOWERS, was prepared under the direction of the candidate’s Dissertation Advisory 
Committee. It is accepted by the committee members in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree, Doctor of Education, in the College of Education & Human Development, 
Georgia State University. 
The Dissertation Advisory Committee and the student’s Department Chairperson, as 
representatives of the faculty, certify that this dissertation has met all standards of excellence and 
scholarship as determined by the faculty.  
 
_________________________________ 






Teri Holbrook, Ph.D. 
Committee Member 
_________________________________ 










Laura May, Ph.D. 
Chairperson, Department of Early Childhood 





Paul A. Alberto, Ph.D. 






By presenting this dissertation as a partial fulfillment of the requirements for the advanced 
degree from Georgia State University, I agree that the library of Georgia State University shall 
make it available for inspection and circulation in accordance with its regulations governing 
materials of this type. I agree that permission to quote, to copy from, or to publish this 
dissertation may be granted by the professor under whose direction it was written, by the College 
of Education and Human Development’s Director of Graduate Studies, or by me. Such quoting, 
copying, or publishing must be solely for scholarly purposes and will not involve potential 
financial gain. It is understood that any copying from or publication of this dissertation which 











NOTICE TO BORROWERS 
All dissertations deposited in the Georgia State University library must be used in accordance 
with the stipulations prescribed by the author in the preceding statement. The author of this 






Alyse Haliburton Showers 
Early Childhood and Elementary Education 
College of Education and Human Development 











Dr. Diane Truscott 
Department of Early Childhood and Elementary Education 
College of Education and Human Development 
Georgia State University 





COGNITIVE DISSONANCE AND SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS: 





















The study examines how special education teachers in elementary schools respond to ac-
countability measures using a cognitive dissonance theoretical framework. Sixty percent of stu-
dents with disabilities have a specific learning disability with processing challenges and are ex-
pected to take and pass end-of-the-year high-stakes tests alongside their non-disabled peers (Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Preparing students with learning disabilities for 
tests can potentially influence special education teachers’ autonomy, instructional decisions, and 
career satisfaction. Some argue that an increased emphasis on student testing is one reason for 
the current teacher shortage and attrition rates of special education teachers (Thornton, Peltier, & 
Medina, 2007). This qualitative research study used a narrative inquiry methodology to explore 
how mandatory state testing influence special education teachers’ abilities to meet the needs of 
students with learning disabilities. Saldaña’s (2016) value coding was used to analyze teacher in-
terviews, analytic memos, and a researcher journal. Findings revealed that high-stakes tests mini-
mize the ability for special education teachers to specialize instruction. Special education teach-
ers value their autonomy to use instructional time on tasks that directly impact student achieve-
ment.  Reported instructional practices appear to align in support of high-stakes tests even 
though teachers do not find them valuable. This study has implications for special education 
teachers, school administrators, and policymakers. Findings from the study can add to the current 
dialogue about the influence of increased testing on teaching and learning specific to populations 
with special needs. 
 
INDEX WORDS: Special education, Students with disabilities, Cognitive dissonance, High-
stakes tests, Mandatory tests, Instructional decision making 
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1  INTRODUCTION 
Quality teachers leave the field of education for numerous reasons. According to research 
by Podolsky, Kini, Bishop, and Darling-Hammond (2016), 25% of teachers who leave the pro-
fession attribute the cause to dissatisfaction with accountability measures. Specifically, 17% of 
teachers attribute their dissatisfaction to the task of preparing students for high-stakes tests 
(HST) (Podolsky et al., 2016). These trends hold true for special educators.  Research conducted 
by the Innovative Resources for Instructional Success Center (2019) confirmed that special edu-
cation teachers leave the field for three main reasons: experience, retirement, and work-related. 
Among work-related reasons for leaving the profession include lack of support from administra-
tors and colleagues, student behavior, lack of opportunity to teach students, salary and benefits, 
and accountability measures. 
Accountability measures refer to the usage of assessment data “to provide indicators—to 
federal, state, and local stakeholders who make policy and allocate public funds—that students 
are making academic progress” (Albrecht & Joles, 2003, p. 86). Assessment data, like state-man-
dated tests, are analyzed to hold schools responsible for the success, or the lack thereof, of stu-
dents’ mastery of grade-level standards. 
Reports on the importance of state testing in public schools are pervasive (Beam, 2009). 
In many cases, public schools center instruction on state testing because test scores are the pri-
mary source used to determine a school’s effectiveness. In Georgia, third, fourth, and fifth grad-
ers’ test scores on the Georgia Milestones significantly influence a school’s College and Career 
Readiness Performance Index (CCRPI) score (College and Career Ready Performance Index, 
2019). While overall test scores reflect the school’s adequacy, school leaders commonly review 





general education services were included for accountability purposes, but in recent years students 
with disabilities were added (Beam, 2009). Teachers are held accountable through state testing 
and performance indicators that are reflected in a school’s CCRPI score (College and Career Per-
formance Index, 2019). 
Teacher accountability aims to ensure that special education teachers effectively guide 
students to mastery of grade-level standards as outlined by the state curriculum. Special educa-
tion teachers are expected to strategically compensate for learning and processing disabilities that 
their students possess to meet achievement goals and make academic gains. In part due to test-
ing, increased expectations for special education teachers led to teacher burnout and increases in 
teacher attrition (Billingsley, 2004; McCarthy, 2019). 
In a research review of the literature over the last decade, Billingsley and Bettini (2019) 
identified four reasons that affected teachers’ decisions to stay or leave the profession. Billings-
ley and Bettini reported that nearly 25% of special education teachers left the field because of 
concerns over accountability. The research reported that special education teachers were most 
dissatisfied with compensation being tied to performance, the inadequate support to prepare stu-
dents for assessments, and the time spent on testing instead of teaching. “Special educators have 
many complex responsibilities, and they may experience frustration and be more likely to leave 
when their demands require more than they can reasonably provide” (Billingsley & Bettini, 
2019, p. 715). The demands of accountability can enhance frustrations of special education 
teachers and can greatly impact their decision to leave or stay in the profession. 
Data collected during the 2018 – 2019 school year identified that the most common disa-
bility among students who receive special education services is specific learning disability 





students who have processing delays are expected to participate and pass mandatory state tests 
alongside their non-disabled counterparts (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Alt-
hough some students may be eligible to receive some testing accommodations (e.g., additional 
time, questions provided orally), the fact that they combat cognitive processing demands places 
them in assessment conditions that ignore their special educational needs. Just as general educa-
tion teachers must adjust instruction to prepare students for testing, special education teachers 
must do so in relation to learning that is supposedly tailored to meet a student’s individual needs. 
Special education teachers must make instructional decisions that align with the needs of the stu-
dents they teach while acknowledging and preparing students to meet the requirements of high-
stakes tests and scores that will be used to assess teacher performance. 
Teachers, as experts in their craft, make important instructional decisions throughout 
their day. As the trajectory of inclusion of special education in high-stakes testing continues to 
rise, it is important to understand how teachers are responding to demands that are based on a 
norm that does not represent their learners.  It is critical to understand how mandatory assess-
ments influence their decisions about teaching and learning. In this study, I examine the influ-
ence that high-stakes testing has on elementary special education teachers’ abilities to meet the 
needs of students with learning disabilities. I argue that preparing students with SLD for HST 
can be an unfairly challenging responsibility that can misrepresent what students with disabilities 
are able to do while reducing the ability for teachers to use their expertise as specialized educa-
tors. Special education teachers are expected to provide individualized and specialized instruc-
tion to the students they serve, yet all students - those who receive general education and special 
education services - have their academic performance measured by the same standardized assess-





their students at the same rate and instructional level as general education teachers with mini-
mized consideration for the special needs their students with disabilities require. In this chapter, I 
discuss the problem and significance of the study, the theoretical framework guiding this work, 
and my assumptions and positionality as a researcher. 
Problem Statement 
Unless a moderate or severe disability has been identified, all Georgian students in third 
through fifth grades are required to participate in high-stakes tests. Unfortunately, these standard-
ized tests capture more of what a student is unable to do than what they are able to do.  
Students diagnosed with SLD have documented deficits with processing (Cornett-Devito 
& Worley, 2005; Flanagan, Mascolo, & Alfonso, 2016). When compared to students without 
SLD, these students typically take longer to process information and retrieve information from 
their short-term or working memory. As a result, these students typically perform below their 
grade level and require additional support to close achievement gaps. Though all students pos-
sess the ability to achieve, students with SLD benefit from specialized instruction that can meet 
their individual learning needs.  It is problematic for students with learning disabilities to be ex-
pected to demonstrate proficiency on high-stakes tests that are not differentiated in a way that 
aligns to the instruction they may have received throughout the year (Brimijoin, 2005).  
In addition to standardized tests not being differentiated, students also may not receive 
testing accommodations on state tests that may have been provided during instruction. Valid test-
ing accommodations on state tests are “changes in the testing administration, environment, 
equipment, technology, and procedures that allow students with disabilities to participate in test-
ing programs” without changing the nature of the test (Salend, 2008, p. 16). A noted example is 





comprehension and not reading comprehension. Because standardized tests assess students’ 
skills more than their understanding of content, in some cases, it is difficult for students with 
learning disabilities to demonstrate proficiency if they have not mastered necessary skills. Just as 
it is problematic for students to respond to the challenges of testing, it is also difficult for special 
education teachers who are specially trained to meet their needs. 
Special education teachers are required to have extensive training and earn specialized 
certification to be considered a “highly qualified teacher” and eligible to teach students with dis-
abilities. To become professionally certified to be a special education teacher in the state of 
Georgia, one must “meet minimum education requirements, complete an approved or accepted 
educator preparation program, and complete certification assessment requirements” (Steps to Be-
come a Georgia Teacher, 2019, para. 3). The traditional approach to becoming a special educa-
tion teacher is to attend a college or university, obtain a certification in a specialized area (e.g., 
math, elementary education, physical education) and then seek employment. 
Throughout the training, educators learn to differentiate instruction and to teach students 
on their instructional level or at the level that they are educationally prepared to learn (Beam, 
2009; Brimijoin, 2005). In other words, if a student is not ready to learn grade-level material, it is 
appropriate, and encouraged, to teach students prerequisite skills if needed, and scaffold other 
grade-level standards when they are ready. Students with disabilities can reach high scholastic 
standards, but it is important that foundational skills are taught before being exposed to skills that 
may be too foreign for them to learn.  
It is common for special education teachers to use a mastery learning (Guskey, 2007). A 
mastery learning model is defined as “an alternative method of teaching and learning that in-





allowed to progress to the next unit” (Robinson, 1992; Davis & Sorrell, 1995, p. 1). As educators 
use the mastery learning model, emphasis is placed on students meeting prerequisite skills before 
advancing to skills that are more challenging. For students with learning disabilities, it is difficult 
for students to learn prerequisite skills associated with earlier grade levels and pass a test that as-
sesses skills that are on their current grade level. 
Because an emphasis continues to be placed on HST, teachers have a heightened incen-
tive to prepare each student for proficiency. Requiring students to take tests that are above their 
level, however, can have negative consequences (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Horn, 2003; 
Boon, Voltz, Lawson & Baskette, 2007). Students’ self-efficacy may suffer when they are pre-
sented with tasks that extend beyond their capabilities (Bandura, 1977). Their self-efficacy is 
even more challenged when students realize the consequences of not passing HST (i.e., grade re-
tention, summer school) (Lackaye & Margalit, 2006). 
Special education teachers have a responsibility to support and close academic gaps be-
tween each students’ current level of performance and the grade-level standards. One benefit of 
special education is the ability for special education teachers to use their expertise to guide stu-
dents toward mastery at a pace that supports their individualized needs. Failing to allow special 
education teachers the opportunity to use professional judgment when educating their pupils can 
affect students’ self-efficacy and motivation for learning and the special education teachers’ au-
tonomy and job satisfaction. Most importantly, hindering special education teachers from being 
the educators they were trained to be challenges the intent of special education which is to allow 
students to reach their fullest potential through a specially designed instructional program (De-





It is important to recognize and address these problems because it significantly influences 
how special education teachers can teach, and perhaps whether they persevere as educators in 
times of accountability. 
Significance of the Study 
Special education teachers are specialized educators who teach students with special 
learning needs. Special education teachers experience years of schooling to understand the dy-
namics of various disabilities and study strategies for supporting individuals with these disabili-
ties. A component of understanding special education is knowing that students who require spe-
cialized instruction require specially designed instruction that considers psychoeducational re-
ports, among other academic data, to understand how each student best accesses the curriculum. 
It is important to understand whether special education teachers are able to provide students with 
disabilities with the specially designed instruction even during times when state-mandated as-
sessments take the stage. 
The need for special education teachers has increased with the number of students meet-
ing eligibility criteria growing at higher rates (Billingsley & McLeskey, 2004; Nichols, Bicard, 
Bicard & Casey, 2008). Though there is an increased need for special education teachers, these 
positions are hard to staff and retain (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). There are 
many reasons why teachers leave the field. However, dissatisfaction with accountability and as-
sessment measures in schools remains a consistent factor (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; 
Wronowski & Urick, 2019). Special education teachers, who have spent years of professional 
learning working to develop their skillset, are required to prepare students for mandatory state 
testing regardless of whether they consider the assessment measure appropriate for their students.  





disagreement with accountability measures (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). It is natural for people 
to strive for harmony between their actions and their beliefs. Turnover is one consequence of 
what may happen when teachers continue to struggle with building harmonious bridges between 
their beliefs about what is best for their students and the required accountability measures they 
are to prepare their students for.  
Awareness needs to be brought to the effects that HST has on special education teachers 
so that our students’ educational needs are met, and special education teachers feel supported in 
helping students meet those needs. Because of the teacher shortage in the United States, espe-
cially for special education teachers, research that investigates how contextual variables such as 
mandated testing influence a teacher’s instructional decision making and continued commitment 
to the teaching is needed. 
Consequences of HST affect school administrators, students, and teachers.  One impact 
of HST on teachers is in the area of autonomy and may be especially true for special education 
teachers. Special education teachers are required to prepare students with processing delays and 
learning disabilities for state testing, although these students are typically not academically 
taught skills on their grade level. Special education intends to provide instruction for students 
with disabilities in a way that will help close the achievement gap between them and their peers 
without disabilities. Requiring students with disabilities to take and pass state tests not only im-
pacts the confidence of students with disabilities (Stiggins, 1999), but also teachers’ abilities to 
instruct students in ways that they know best.  
This is especially important for Georgians in third through fifth grades because they are 
required to participate in standardized testing.   Only students who “cannot meaningfully access 





as decided by the child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP) team, are given an alternative 
standardized test known as the Georgia Alternative Assessment 2.0 (GAA 2.0), (GDOE, 2018, 
para. 2). These students typically have more severe disabilities and are unable to access a stand-
ard presentation of mandated tests. Students participate in the GAA when the IEP team deter-
mines that it would be more beneficial to present what has been learned through a nonstandard 
assessment. 
Special education teachers in testing grades make instructional decisions every day, and 
HST can influence those decisions. Do special educators teach in a way that prepares their stu-
dents for standardized tests or cater to the educational needs of the individual student regardless 
of the repercussions that not passing the HST may have?  Experienced teachers with specialized 
expertise may experience conflicts with implementing instructional practices that align state 
mandates but not professional beliefs and expectations. Cognitive dissonance can help explain 
these conflicts or inconsistencies attitudes, beliefs, and actions. 
Theoretical Framework: Cognitive Dissonance 
The study examines how special educators respond to the challenges of meeting the indi-
vidualized needs of students during mandated testing. I argue that teachers may experience con-
flict in discharging their duties as special educators while complying with testing mandates. 
Therefore, I use cognitive dissonance theory (CDT) to guide this study. CDT was first investi-
gated by social psychologist Leon Festinger in 1957, during a time when behaviorism, a theory 
that studies human behavior without regard to internal states of being, was at its prime. Festinger 
(1957) argued that people naturally strive for harmony, or consistencies, between their thoughts 
and actions. Using cognition, the knowledge of one’s behavior or environment, to explain one’s 





behaviors (Morvan & O’Conner, 2017). Inconsistencies between cognitions and behaviors are 
referred to as dissonance. Cognitive dissonance can help explain inconsistencies or clashes be-
tween attitudes, beliefs, and actions. Metin and Camgoz (2011) noted that “dissonance might 
arise from logical inconsistencies, cultural mores, inconsistency between a cognition and a more 
encompassing cognition and past experiences” (p. 131). 
Festinger’s theory provides explanation of why people have consistencies and suggested 
certain methods that people can use to realign cognitions (Morvan & O’Conner, 2017). “In the 
existence of dissonance, individuals are motivated to reduce the dissonance and avoid situations 
that increase it” (Metin & Camgoz, 2011, p. 131).  When people experience inconsistencies, or 
dissonance, between their behavior and beliefs, one of four naturally occurring strategies are typ-
ically used to guide thoughts and beliefs toward the desired consistency: modify cognition, trivi-
alize cognition, add more cognition, or deny cognition (McGrath, 2019). 
The first strategy to help balance the equilibrium between beliefs and actions is to modify 
cognitions. In a case where one's thoughts and behaviors are contradictory, modifying cognitions 
means that one would work to convince themselves that instead of spending a considerable 
amount of time teaching to the test, they spend an insignificant amount of time focusing on test-
ing. Modifying their cognition will help weaken the dissonance between their thoughts of testing 
and their behavior of spending time focusing on testing. 
Another strategy is to trivialize cognitions. Using the same example, one might trivialize 
their cognition by convincing themselves that tests are not that bad, so their behavior can be jus-
tified. In terms of special education teachers and testing, it may manifest as the teachers convince 





could reason that the testing occurs during a small window of time; therefore, the influence it has 
on students may be minimal. 
A third method for aligning thoughts and actions is to add more cognition. In this case, 
one adds additional thoughts to support initial thinking and justify one's behaviors. An example 
of this would be a teacher who believes that the Georgia Milestones is not very vital because of 
the many other assessments and activities that students partake in throughout the year can serve 
as documentation of their mastery of state standards and helps guide practice and instructional 
decision making. 
The final strategy is to deny cognitions. In this case, one's thoughts and behaviors are not 
aligned. In a case with teachers and tests, the special education teacher may argue that their stu-
dents may do well on the test even though research supports that these students typically do not.  
As an elementary special education teacher, I often battle cognitive dissonance while pre-
paring students for HST despite their disabilities. In reflecting on my own response to disso-
nance, I find myself reacting to HST by adding more cognitions. As I work closely with each 
student over the school year, I observe the many strengths and talents that students possess that 
tests cannot measure. Parents who reported that their child was quiet at the beginning of the year 
have proclaimed that their child had become a social butterfly by the end of the year. There have 
been students who are masters in sports and unique artists. As a special education teacher, in-
stead of being defeated by the likelihood that many of my students with learning disabilities will 
not perform well on the end-of-the-year mandated assessments, I remind myself that my students 
are worth more than a test score and their future will not be predicted or determined based on 





The use of a cognitive dissonance theoretical framework allows me, as a researcher, to 
understand how other special education teachers may respond to the responsibility of preparing 
students with learning disabilities for HST. Because “cognitive consistency is a key motivational 
property for humans” (McGrath, 2019, p. 1), I explore how special education teachers respond to 
anticipated challenges through their instructional decisions and practices. 
Purpose of the Study 
This qualitative research study examines how the demands of HST have influenced spe-
cial education teachers’ abilities to meet the needs of students with learning disabilities.  In this 
study, I sought to understand what special education teachers do when state requirements (man-
datory state testing on students’ grade level) misalign with the needs of students with disabilities 
(content presented at their instructional level).  Based on my own experiences as special educator 
and the theory used to guide this study, I anticipated that teacher responses to mandated testing 
and their students would result in some type of conflict and distress, or a sense of dissonance. I 
also believed that their responses to dissonance would result in instructional decision making that 
was specific to HST. Hence, I examined how special education teachers provided instruction that 
they knew was best, or morally just, for the students they served, while also gearing their instruc-
tion to what the state required. To guide my understanding of these experiences of elementary 
special education teachers, I asked: How does mandatory state testing influence special educa-
tion teachers’ abilities to meet the needs of students with learning disabilities? 
Assumptions and Positionality 
As a researcher, it is important to be transparent about assumptions and professional ex-
periences that influence this work. I became a special education teacher after two years of being 





principal had difficulty filling. I was excited to know that I would make a lasting impression on 
these students’ educational careers as I would be the first long-term teacher they had in at least a 
year. Though I knew that being a special education teacher would have its challenges, I knew 
that the students who were so accustomed to being taught by substitutes needed a permanent and 
full-time educator to help further their academic growth. 
Just as I anticipated, for the six years that I have been a special education teacher, I have 
been overwhelmed by the general demands of the position which include writing an IEP for 
every student, collecting data on goals and objectives twice a week per my school district’s pol-
icy, and spending countless hours tailoring my instruction to meet the needs of my diverse group 
of learners. Over six years, I have taught in both testing and non-testing grades. I started my po-
sition as a special education teacher in a non-testing grade, and though it was overwhelming, I 
felt that I believed that I was making a difference in my scholar’s lives and could appreciate their 
growth, though often still considerably behind the expectation of their non-disabled peers. Once I 
started teaching special education in testing grades, my mindset shifted. I no longer felt that I 
was making a positive difference like I did when I taught primary grades. Parents were more fre-
quently calling on behalf of their frustrated child, who was beginning to experience anxiety and a 
dislike for school. I found myself explaining my instructional decisions to parents, often blaming 
decisions on the need for test preparation.  
After analyzing how my instructional choices affected my students, I admitted to myself 
that it was unfair to teach skills at a level that was much higher than my students were prepared 
to learn. Instead, I chose to focus more on helping students master the goals and objectives that 
were in their IEP – consistent with skills that the entire IEP team believed the student should fo-





as the test would reflect, I chose to teach the students based on the curriculum that was most 
aligned with their instructional needs.  
Though this often meant that I was teaching students below their grade level, I could im-
mediately notice confidence growing in my students, and their academic levels rise. It is also im-
portant to note that my school’s leadership was displeased by the results of my students on the 
standardized tests and suggested that I change my teaching practices to help my students grow on 
the state tests. From conversations with colleagues, I know that I am not alone in my frustration 
of doing what I know is right for students with disabilities. 
I began this research study with the assumption that special education teachers across the 
district have the same experiences with cognitive dissonance as me. Prerequisite skills are 
needed as foundations to future skills, and students with learning disabilities typically take longer 
than students without disabilities to master these skills. On the other hand, it is important, for the 
sake of the school, that students with disabilities perform well on state tests, although the tests do 
not assess the prerequisite skills that these students have been taught throughout the year. I be-
lieve that trusting highly qualified special education teachers to improve the academic levels of 
students with disabilities with realistic expectations will help to decrease the turnover rate of spe-
cial education teachers and improve student learning.  
Narrative inquiry was selected as the methodology for this study to afford me the oppor-
tunity to hear authentic stories and experiences from current and former colleagues. Hearing the 
voices of other special education teachers is important to getting insiders’ perspective about how 
testing influences their instructional decisions. My hope is that educational policies change to al-
low special education teachers to focus on what students with disabilities need and not the expec-





Overview of the Study 
For this research study, I used narrative inquiry to explore the instructional decisions of 
elementary special education teachers at two local elementary schools from a cognitive disso-
nance theoretical perspective. Three special education teachers accepted the invitation to develop 
their narratives representing how they respond to testing in their special education classrooms. 
Data collection methods included individual interviews, analytic memos, and a researcher jour-
nal. I conducted three interviews per participant. After each round of interviews, each interview 
was transcribed and used to guide the follow-up interviews. A member checking process helped 
ensure credible data was collected and allowed the research participants to have an opportunity 
to clarify data points as the narratives developed (Hays, 2004).  
In addition to interviews, a researcher journal and analytic memos was used as a tool for 
me, as the researcher, to record notes about my thoughts and feelings about the data. A code 
book and data matrix were used to support the data analysis. The transcripts were coded using 
Saldaña’s (2016) values coding. The transcripts were coded using three codes: value, belief, and 
response. The data matrix was used to document the codes in a table to see the patterns and 
trends more easily between the codes and research participants. The combination of these analy-
sis tools supported efforts to effectively understand how the special education teachers in the 
study responded to the influence of HST in their instructional decisions. 
Terms/Definitions 
Several terms are used throughout the research study that should be defined. I define 





High-stakes tests – standardized tests that are used to make important educational decisions (i.e., 
promotion, retention). For this research, the Georgia Milestones is the high-stakes tests 
that will be referenced and will be used interchangeably with standardized tests. 
Standardized tests – tests in which (1) all test takers answer the same questions in the same way, 
and that (2) is scored in a “standard” or consistent manner, which makes it possible to 
compare the relative performance of individual students or groups of students (The Glos-
sary of Education Reform, 2015). While a high-stakes test is considered a standardized 
test, the inverse is not always true, so the terms will not be used interchangeably. 
Special education teacher – a teacher who services students with disabilities. All special educa-
tion teachers in this study are teachers of students with specific learning disability (SLD). 
Specific Learning Disability – as defined by the Georgia Department of Education (2019a), a dis-
order in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in 
using language, spoken or written, that may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to lis-
ten, think, speak, read, write, spell or do mathematical calculations. 
The next chapter will review the literature on the evolution of special education and HST. 
Chapter 2 also describes how expectations have increased over the decades and how special edu-






2  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
A disability is defined under the American with Disabilities Act as a “physical or mental 
impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activity” (ADA National Network, 
n.d, para. 2). Present-day there are 12 disabilities that qualify as eligibility categories for students 
with disabilities: Autism spectrum disorder, deaf/blind, deaf/hard of hearing, emotional and be-
havioral disorder, intellectual disability, orthopedic impairment, other health impairment, signifi-
cant developmental delay, specific learning disability, speech-language impairment, traumatic 
brain injury, and/or visual impairment (Georgia Department of Education, 2019a).  
In this study, I focus on special education teachers who serve students with a Specific 
Learning Disability (SLD). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2019), “In 
2015–16, the number of students ages 3–21 receiving special education services was 6.7 million, 
or 13 percent of all public-school students. Among students receiving special education services, 
34 percent had specific learning disabilities” (Children and Youth with Disabilities section, para. 
1).  Students identified as having a SLD have deficits “in one or more of the basic psychological 
processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may manifest 
itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell or do mathematical calcula-
tions” (Georgia Department of Education, 2019a, para. 1). In addition to the number of students 
with SLDs, SLDs are also important for teaching practice because psychological processing af-
fects the way that students learn and the amount of time it takes for new knowledge to be ac-
quired.  Students with SLDs can learn, but they may do so in unique or nontraditional ways. As 
such, it is important for specialized educators to recognize how these students learn so they can 





Supporting SLD is the responsibility of all educators, but the specific charge of special 
education teachers. Ideally, special education teachers provide specialized instruction to students 
with disabilities so that students may be better able to access the state curriculum. Special educa-
tion teachers use a variety of assessments, including classroom data, to analyze each student’s 
needs and in order to plan strategies inclusive of each student’s accommodations and modifica-
tions for academic growth. This specialized instruction happens in a variety of settings (i.e., spe-
cial education setting, general education setting with collaborative support, co-teaching environ-
ment) and depend on the need of students. However, for some special education teachers, there 
are additional requirements that include preparing students with disabilities for mandatory state-
wide assessments. These new demands have changed the face of special education for teachers, 
families, and learners. 
This chapter presents a review of the literature to illustrate the challenges in testing and 
special education and to help inform the study. It begins with detail on the search strategy pro-
cess used to build the corpus for review and is followed by how special education has changed 
over time and how special education teachers must balance maintaining compliance of the state’s 
curriculum requirements with meeting the educational needs of their students. 
Literature Review Search Strategy 
To gather research related to special education teachers' experiences and perceptions with 
state testing, I used Google Scholar and Georgia State University’s online library. I searched for 
content relating to special education students’ experiences with testing, teachers’ responses to 
testing, and students without disabilities’ experiences with testing. I also researched the historical 
context of special education, seeking to learn more about how the requirements for special edu-





The literature review is organized around three focal topic areas critical to this study: special ed-
ucation, mandatory state testing, and teachers and testing. 
Special Education 
Special education was established to offer students with disabilities a quality education 
like their counterparts without disabilities. Students who were considered “average” served as 
the benchmark for students, and quality instruction and educational programs were tailored to 
help all students surpass that benchmark (Vaugh & Linan-Thompson, 2003).  
In education, where “average” sets the expectation, there will always be students who are 
more exceptional than others. When students continuously perform below the average expecta-
tion, supports are put into place for improvement. Students who need intensive learning support 
may be identified as having a disability and recommended for special education in order to re-
ceive specialized, intense, remedial instruction. The goal is that through special education ser-
vices, students with disabilities will have a greater chance to profit from education like their 
counterparts without disabilities (Vaughn & Linen-Thompson, 2003).  Special education services 
have been required by law and have a long history in the United States. 
Timeline of Laws Related to the Enhancement of Special Education 
In 1965, the original Elementary Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was signed by former 
President Lyndon B. Johnson. ESEA outlined education expectations and funding for public 
schools and opened the door for future amendments to designate monies for special education, 
among other specialized programs (Sanders, 2016). Under the ESEA, in 1966, Congress man-
dated a Bureau for the Education of the Handicapped (BEH) to improve programs to educate stu-





target the instruction of students with disabilities and enhance their educational experiences 
while increasing their levels of achievement.  
Ten years later, states received mandates through the Education Amendments of 1974, 
also referred to as P.L. 93-380, to provide equal opportunities for all children with disabilities, 
including instruction with their non-disabled peers. Before this, students with disabilities were 
often excluded from appropriate and generalized academic experiences. Nondiscriminatory test-
ing was also established through this law, which ensured that consistent and non-biased testing 
methods be used for student evaluations. 
Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (EAHCA), 
provided even more support for students with disabilities, specifically targeting students with 
physical and learning disabilities. EAHCA was the first educational law to require that all stu-
dents with disabilities receive a free and appropriate public education. This act also initiated 
“child find,” a system for identifying students with disabilities, required annual meetings to de-
velop an IEP and required that all students receive instruction in their least restrictive environ-
ment (LRE) (Martin et al., 1996). EAHCA’s outcomes are still prevalent in special education to-
day.  
The demographics of a special education classroom can range from one or all of the eligi-
bility categories, depending only on the students’ level of functioning and determination of a stu-
dent’s LRE. All students who have a disability that impacts their education are required to have 
an IEP, a fluid document that is continuously changing as the needs of the student change. 
An IEP serves as a “roadmap to special education” (Rotter, 2014)., and is the most im-
portant document for ensuring that students with disabilities receive appropriate and individual-





Performance goals and objectives, services to be offered, general education involvement, accom-
modations on state and districtwide assessments, dates and times of services, transition plan for 
students over the age of 14, age of majority, members of the IEP team, and members in attend-
ance (Gartin & Murdick, 2005). 
To develop an IEP, a multidisciplinary team consisting of teachers and parents come to-
gether to analyze the student’s current performance in comparison to grade-level expectations 
(Rotter, 2014). The goal of the IEP is to create a plan of action that will help the child achieve 
success in mastering grade-level standards. An IEP is important because it recognizes that stu-
dents with disabilities require additional support than “average” students. An IEP acknowledges 
that students with disabilities do not fit a “one size fits all” approach to learning and assessment. 
These students present challenges that are more significant than their non-disabled peers and re-
quire specialized instruction and accommodations from a special education teacher. 
A significant turning point occurred in 2004 with the Individual with Disabilities Educa-
tion Act (IDEA of 2004). IDEA of 2004 indicated that students were disabilities were capable of 
doing more than they were once expected to do. Fostering high expectations is important for stu-
dents who have historically not been given respect by society (Blanchett, 2009; Martin, Martin, 
& Terman, 1996; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015; Yell, Rogers, & Rogers, 1998); however, as educa-
tional expectations get higher, so do comparisons of their work to those without disabilities. 
By 2001, President Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), a reauthorization of the 
ESEA of 1965, mandated that all students in all schools, regardless of levels of ability, should 
achieve proficiency (Powell, Higgins, Aram, & Freed, 2009; vanSciver & Convover, 2009; Yell, 
Rogers, & Rogers, 1998). NCLB focused on four main components:  stronger accountability, 





parental choices (Beisser, 2008).  NCLB linked federal funding to the success of schools as 
measured by standardized test scores (Powell, Higgins, Aram, & Freed, 2009). With NCLB, the 
pressure for schools to make adequate progress was increased, and if progress was not achieved, 
schools risked closing, and teachers risked losing their jobs (Posner, 2004; Darling-Hammond, 
2007). 
Public Law 94-142 became the IDEA (IDEA) in 2004. The IDEA updated and developed 
procedures for special education eligibility, due process and parent rights, IEPs, and related ser-
vices (Martin, Martin, & Terman, 1996). By signing this law, then president, George W. Bush 
hoped to align with the NCLB Act of 2001, that urged teachers to have higher expectations and 
better instruction for all students, intentionally targeting students with disabilities, to achieve 
higher results on standardized assessments (Yell, Shriner, & Katsiyannis, 2006). For students 
with disabilities, this meant that there would be more focus on the strategic balance of providing 
required educational supports for students with disabilities while aiming to produce the desired 
learning outcomes for accountability purposes (Bowen & Rude, 2006). 
In 2009, President Obama signed into law Race to the Top (RTTT). RTTT is a competi-
tive grant that rewards states for their success in making positive educational system changes 
(Tienken, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2009). The RTTT program mandated that states 
create conditions for innovation and reform, improve student outcomes, and plan for educational 
reform. To improve student outcomes, states were required to make gains in student achieve-
ment, close the achievement gaps, improve graduation rates, and prepare students for college and 
careers (Au, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Planning for educational reform in-
cluded adopting standards that prepare students to compete in the global economy, measure 





low performing schools (Onosko, 2011). Unlike NCLB, RTTT focused on incentivizing states 
for their improvement as measured by standardized tests. Doing this raised the pressure for help-
ing students with disabilities to make growth that could be analyzed based on performance on 
standardized assessments. 
Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA) reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (1965), which was developed to ensure equal opportunity for all students (U. S. 
Department of Education, 2016). For several decades, students with disabilities were excluded 
from HST, and their scores were not used in the average that determined school effectiveness 
(Boon, Voltz, Lawson, & Baskette, 2007). ESSA intended to raise academic standards for all stu-
dents while focusing less on standardized assessments (Adler-Greene, 2019). Realistically, 
standardized assessments play a major role in assessing student mastery of standards and play a 
critical role in determining the “success” of a school as measured by a school’s College and Ca-
reer Readiness Performance Index (CCRPI), Georgia’s school effectiveness measurement index. 
The CCRPI is reported on a scale of 0-100 and includes the categories of: “Achievement, Pro-
gress, Closing Gaps, Readiness and Graduation Rate (high school only)…The CCRPI also re-
ports…the performance of student subgroups, school climate, and financial efficiency status” 
(Georgia Department of Education, 2019b, para. 3). Subgroups that are considered when calcu-
lating a school’s CCRPI score include English language learners, economically disadvantaged 
students, and students with disabilities. Whether large or small, schools are expected to specifi-
cally ensure that students in these subgroups make gains from year to year (Gardiner et al., 
2009). This means that the growth of students with disabilities, as measured by standardized as-






Supported by the research conducted by Welsh, Graham, and Williams (2019), teachers 
negatively respond to accountability measures that can lead to a school’s takeover, and as a result 
their practices change to best align with what the accountability measures expect of them. Be-
cause the growth of students with disabilities directly impacts a school’s CCRPI score, it is un-
derstandable that special education teachers are encouraged to focus on teaching content, skills, 
and strategies that will contribute to their students’ success on the mandatory state tests. 
Mandatory State Testing 
Standardized testing has played a role in America’s educational system since the mid-
1800s.  Horace Mann played an influential role in standardized testing; he is noted historically as 
the person who advocated for standardized written exams to replace oral recitation (Huddleston 
& Rockwell, 2015).  By the mid-1990s, several states had adopted standardized tests to evaluate 
student and teacher performance.  Over time, these test scores were published and were used to 
determine school quality, teacher effectiveness, and even the property values of homes within a 
school zone (Christmann & Badgett, 2009). 
Over the past few decades, standardized tests have been consistently used to measure stu-
dent performance, and those in favor of such assessments argue that the measurement tools are 
objective and enforce accountability (Neill & Medina, 1989). Berliner and Glass (2014) believed 
that students' achievement, or lack thereof, as determined by accountability measures, is a direct 
reflection of the quality of the teacher. Critics of standardized tests argue that the assessments 
negatively impact the quality of instruction, are accompanied by biases, and have been overly 
used. These critics have also argued that the validity of standardized tests raises concerns (Pop-
ham, 2001; Stobart & Eggen, 2012; Tienken, 2015). Despite these critiques, the use of standard-





between schools, students, and teachers in relation to federal and state accountability policies 
(Dodge, 2009). 
 High-stakes Tests 
Since the 1800s, standardized tests have evolved in how they are used and are now 
commonly referred to as “high-stakes.”  High-stakes tests are used to make critical decisions in 
student grade advancement, graduation, teacher merit, and school closings or take over (Boon, 
Voltz, Lawson & Baskette, 2007; Katsiyannis, Zhang, Ryan & Jones 2007; Tanner, 2013).  
Since its initiation, the high-stakes testing movement has been the subject of critique. 
Thompson and Allen (2012) argued that NCLB failed and created more problems than solving 
those that already existed because of its increased focus on test scores to measure the quality of 
teachers. Instead of closing gaps, NCLB created more gaps (Thompson & Allen, 2012).Argua-
bly, test scores fail to accurately reflect teacher quality because student achievement is influ-
enced by a variety of factors including, but not limited to, home and community support, prior 
education, and individual student needs and abilities (Darling-Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, & 
Rothstein, 2012). 
RTTT incentivized schools to adopt federal education policies and established in 2009 
and emphasized school accountability and high-stakes testing (Onosko, 2011). Educational poli-
cies created a system where higher-performing schools were rewarded for making gains on tests, 
whereas the lower-performing schools were penalized and received less funding and risk closing.  
High-stakes tests have also received criticism because of the disadvantages that some stu-
dents face that make it difficult for them to be successful on standardized tests (Au, 2013; Dar-
ling-Hammond, 2007; Tanner, 2013). Schools that consistently struggle to perform well on 





include larger populations of English language learners and students with disabilities as well 
families who are not as financially equipped as their non-urban counterparts (Darling-Hammond, 
2007; Hursh, 2005). Some schools are at a disadvantage due to the unequal distribution of re-
sources that contribute to higher test scores. Schools with higher scores typically have parents 
who are economically advantaged and can donate funds, resources, and time to improve their 
child’s (and consequently, their child’s peers’) education (Posner, 2004). With inadequate re-
sources, schools are less likely to succeed, and as a result, the achievement gap will continue to 
widen (Ladson-Billings, 2006). The widening of the achievement gap will certainly not cease un-
til the requirement to participate in mandatory high-stakes assessments are reconsidered. 
Georgia’s Mandatory Assessments 
According to the Georgia Department of Education, Georgia offers five mandatory as-
sessments: ACCESS for ELLs 2.0, Georgia Alternate Assessment 2.0 (GAA 2.0), Georgia Kin-
dergarten Inventory of Developing Skills 2.0 (GKIDS 2.0), Georgia Milestones Assessment Sys-
tem, and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) (Georgia Department of Edu-
cation, 2019c). Of these assessments, the Georgia Milestones Assessment System (GMAS) is 
considered to be high-stakes. That is, this is the only assessment that is used to determine student 
promotion and retention in grades 3-5, used to rank public school effectiveness, and an indicator 
used for teacher evaluations. 
Students with significant disabilities can be found eligible to participate in alternate as-
sessments, while students with less severe disabilities participate in general assessments with ap-
propriate accommodations (Saven, Anderson, Nese, Farley, & Tindal, 2016). Testing accommo-
dations are designed to be individualized support tools offered only to students who have demon-





accommodations may include having the test read aloud, directions repeated, and frequently 
monitored breaks.  Students with more severe intellectual disabilities may be offered alternative 
assessments like the Georgia Alternate Assessment (GAA) instead of the Georgia Milestones.  
Due to NCLB, students with and without disabilities are expected to participate and pass 
respective assessments on the GMAS to determine promotion to the next grade level. 
Including Students with Disabilities in Testing 
As mentioned, the IDEA and NCLB of 2001 ensured that all students with disabilities re-
ceived a free and appropriate public education while meeting the expectation of mastering state 
standards (Thornton, Peltier & Medina, 2007). These mandates were implemented to ensure that 
students with disabilities were given the opportunity to reach high scholastic standards because 
they are capable of doing so. Students receiving instruction in the general education setting are 
no longer the only pupils subjected to HST. Today, students who receive special education ser-
vices, particularly students with a specific learning disability, are required to take the Georgia 
Milestones assessment like their non-disabled counterparts, but with accommodations, as noted 
in their IEP (Georgia Milestones Assessment System, 2019). Students who have already been 
identified as having academic weaknesses are required to pass these tests, which are not adminis-
tered at students’ instructional or independent reading level before being promoted to the next 
grade level, creating a layer of dissonance. By law, special consideration must be given to the ad-
ministration of standardized tests to students with disabilities (Gartin & Murdick, 2005; Yell, 
Shriner, & Katsiyannis, 2006). Ofiesh and Hughes (2002) describe how to determine how much 
extended time students with disabilities should receive on standardized tests, giving a careful 
note to include that some students are entitled to such accommodation.  This entitlement is im-





Students without disabilities are expected to learn content standards within an average 
school year, and it is anticipated that students with learning disabilities will require more time to 
access the same material due to processing or cognitive delays.  On tests, these same students of-
ten require additional support with accessing testing materials.  Extended time is commonly of-
fered to students to accommodate test completion. Though not discussed extensively in the litera-
ture, if a student does not receive the proper instructional time or testing time, their standardized 
test results can easily be negatively impacted (VanSciver & Conover, 2009). Because standard-
ized tests are used to evaluate teacher performance, not providing appropriate accommodations 
can also have implications for a special education teacher’s performance. 
Even with accommodations, involving students with disabilities in HST has presented 
positive and negative consequences.  According to Katsiyannis, Zhang, Ryan, and Jones (2007), 
because of policies like NCLB, “there has been increased (a) participation of students with spe-
cial needs in HST, (b) levels of performance by special needs students in high-stakes testing, and 
(c) participation of special educators in training on standards and assessment” (p. 165).  Increas-
ing the participation of students with disabilities in testing also presents negative consequences. 
These include “(a) the challenge of students with disabilities to achieve “proficient levels,”(b) 
students with disabilities who fail make schools look less effective, and (c) students are stressed 
by taking tests and by not accessing or reaching state standards” (Katsiyannis, Zhang, Ryan, & 
Jones, 2007, p. 165). Students with learning disabilities experience greater difficulty on standard-
ized assessments because of their increased need to rely on coping skills to manage cognitive and 
academic deficits (Barga, 1996). Students in various subgroups are required to make gains as 
their growth positively influences as a school’s CCRPI score. If students with disabilities do not 





Some researchers have argued that assessments should be differentiated for consistency 
with instructional practices (Beam, 2009). In other words, to help alleviate the conflict between 
assessing a student’s current academic level versus assessing where they should be according to 
state standards, assessments should reflect what has been taught and should be administered in 
ways that instruction was delivered to students. Unfortunately, standardized assessments are dif-
ferentiated by content and presentation for students who are found eligible for alternative assess-
ments, but standardized assessments are not designed to accommodate various learning difficul-
ties.  It is alarming that students who deserve differentiated instruction do not deserve differenti-
ated assessments - the tool that is used to identify, group, and predict the future of vulnerable stu-
dents - to accommodate their needs. 
Apart from the inequity of these standardized tests not being presented to students at their 
instructional levels, standardized tests today place a lot of pressure on students to pass.  Some 
students are aware that failing high-stakes tests instantly places them in jeopardy of being pro-
moted.  
Supporters of NCLB were convinced that the law would live up to its title and leave no 
child behind, while critics of the law believed that high-stakes tests were detrimental to students 
because of its potential to leave students feeling embarrassed and ashamed when the results are 
not what they desired (Kearns, 2011).  Segool, Carlson, Goforth, von der Embse, and Barterian 
(2013) conducted “the first study to directly examine differences in young students’ reported test 
anxiety between No Child Left Behind (NCLB) achievement testing and classroom testing” (p. 
489).  Students, especially those with learning disabilities, were found to experience greater lev-
els of anxiety and fear of failure when taking high-stakes tests as compared to classroom assess-





Katz, 1999). One reason that students may have these levels of anxiety is because the tests are 
too difficult to complete at a level of proficiency independently. At the same time, students rec-
ognize the consequences of not performing well on the tests, including grade retention and re-
quired participation in summer school. This dilemma, coupled with other factors regarding man-
dated practices, forces teachers to choose between teaching content, skills, and strategies that are 
more test-specific or focus on skills that may be more aligned to students’ current levels of func-
tioning as outlined in their IEP. 
Teachers and Testing 
IDEA and ESEA are laws that mandate that all students, even those with disabilities, be 
taught to high academic standards (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.; Yell, Shriner, & Katsi-
yannis, 2006). According to Cameron and Cook (2013), 
inclusive classroom teachers today are faced with the challenging tasks of determining (a) 
which aspects of the general education curriculum are appropriate for which students; (b) 
how and when to provide instruction in the general education curriculum to different stu-
dents; and (c) how and when to address the functional, behavioral, and social goals of 
their included students. (p. 18) 
NCLB required that teachers be highly qualified, thereby suggesting that student perfor-
mance is directly aligned with the quality of the educator. A highly qualified teacher is defined 
as one holding a bachelor’s degree, state certification, and have demonstrated competence in the 
core subject areas they teach (Brownell, Bishop, & Sindelar, 2018; Schuster, 2012). As a creden-
tialed teacher, one may understandably assume that these educators can be trusted to make sound 
instructional decisions to meet the needs of their students, but often teachers have minimal au-





Shields, Black, Banerjee, & Waxman, 2018). Even more so, though students’ performance on 
tests constantly measures teachers, the achievement gap has not closed, and the profession has 
been less rewarding for teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2015). 
Also, teachers must work to overcome the obstacles associated with students who may 
need additional supports (i.e., language barriers with English language learners, learning delays 
with students with disabilities). Because statewide assessments measure academic gaps, special 
education teachers have the charge of overcoming dissonance by preparing students with disabil-
ities for high-stakes assessments that will be taken alongside their non-disabled peers. This can 
understandably be an overwhelming process for special education teachers. 
Students with disabilities’ participation in the same assessments as their non-disabled 
peers is a testament to the growth of the way America views students with disabilities, but I ar-
gue that all students, especially those with learning disabilities, may not be prepared to partici-
pate in standardized assessments, and their involvement is possibly a great strain on their special 
education teachers as well as students. 
Teachers often feel that they are at a crossroads as they cope with pressures surrounding 
high-stakes testing.  Assaf (2006) conducted a study to gain insight into how teachers respond to 
the demands of testing. She found that as one teacher’s student-test scores declined, accountabil-
ity measures of her practice increased. The teacher had to endure more observations, administer 
more assessments to frequently analyze student growth, and submit weekly lesson plans that 
were reviewed by instructional specialists at her school.  In this setting, the teacher decided to 
pursue a different career path because the pressures of testing had become too overwhelming, 
and teaching was no longer rewarding.  This study captured how test scores influenced teaching 





general education teacher, it is reasonable to infer that special education teachers may share the 
same conditions and consequences. 
Not only is preparing students with disabilities for testing difficult for students, but it is 
also challenging for teachers. Levi, Einav, Raskind, Ziv, and Margalit (2013) studied the role 
that teachers play in helping students with learning disabilities succeed, as measured by HST. 
The study consisted of 624 teachers from inclusive classes. Of the 624 teachers, 143 teachers had 
special education training. The findings indicated that some teachers dishearteningly shared signs 
of possessing low self-efficacy in regards to preparing students for success due to the lack of spe-
cialized training they received. This offers important implications about the importance of under-
standing the relationship between teachers’ efficacy and student achievement. Though teachers 
with specialized training for special education possessed higher levels of self-efficacy than teach-
ers who were not trained, it is important to note that students are more inclined to be successful 
on state-mandated assessments when teachers have high self-efficacy to motivate and encourage 
their students to succeed. Building and protecting teachers’ self-efficacy through continued 
support and fewer punishments may have a positive impact on their students’ performance on 
HST. 
Instructional Practicies for Students with Disabilities 
As classrooms continue to become more academically diverse, so does the need for dif-
ferentiated instruction (Tomlinson et al., 2003). Differentiated instruction considers the various 
needs of the individual student and makes instructional decisions based on those needs.  Differ-
entiation has been promoted in school for several decades.  It has become a requirement for 
teachers to ensure that lessons are differentiated to maximize the learning potential of individual 





Students’ participation in HST that fail to accommodate the barriers that students with learning 
disabilities present creates barriers that are unfair and inequitable. 
According to the Georgia Department of Education (2014), Georgia teachers are evalu-
ated using the Teacher Keys Evaluation System’s (TKES’) rubric.  Differentiation has become 
such an integral component of teaching and learning, that teachers are evaluated based on how 
well they can differentiate instruction in the daily activities presented to kids.  The fourth perfor-
mance standard on the TKES rubric is “Differentiated Instruction” which reads, “The teacher 
challenges and supports each student’s learning by providing appropriate content and developing 
skills which address individual learning differences” (Georgia Department of Education, 2014, 
p.1).  Teachers may differentiate instruction by ability, interests, or even through consideration 
of multiple intelligences (Beam, 2009).  The problem is that instruction is differentiated to meet 
the learning needs of students on an individualized basis, but all students are required to take the 
same standardized exam (Georgia Department of Education, 2019c).  
Teachers of students with disabilities value differentiated instruction and allowing stu-
dents to demonstrate what they have learned through differentiated products.  No two students 
are the same, thus differential educational practices are essential to the academic growth of stu-
dents.  As such, considering other assessments is especially important for students with disabili-
ties who access education differently from their non-disabled peers (Nelson & Harwood, 2011).  
According to Boon, Voltz, Lawson, and Baskette (2007), general education teachers 
spend 8 to 10 hours of instructional time in a given semester prepping students for testing, in-
cluding “test-taking strategies, reviewing topics that will be tested, and practicing with previous 
test forms” (p. 62). The impact of this converted time is not always positive. Students wish to be 





prepared for standardized tests while teaching beyond the curriculum to engage students in intel-
lectually stimulating activities (Mora, 2011).  
Using instructional time to learn test-taking may not be the best use of time when stu-
dents continue to struggle with content mastery, as is the case for special education students. 
Strategic use of instructional time is especially important for students with learning disabilities 
because these students typically have greater academic needs than their non-disabled peers (Hol-
lowood, Salisbury, Rainforth, & Palombaro 1994). Without enough time for instruction, teachers 
can feel they have not adequately prepared students for standardized tests. 
Summary 
Teachers are the forerunners of education. Teachers are responsible for providing quality 
education to all students. Because teachers have a great responsibility for the success of the edu-
cational system, it is important to consider their experiences as educators and how their instruc-
tional practices may be affected (Pajares, 1992).  
For many years in American history, individuals with disabilities were not afforded op-
portunities that were like the opportunities for those without disabilities. Fortunately, today’s so-
ciety embraces individuals with disabilities, and laws have been developed to offer rights and 
supports. Education has greatly impacted students with disabilities. However, as Rader (2010) 
emphasizes in his titled article, Special Education is Broken, special education is broken.  Re-
searchers have concluded that students with learning disabilities require more academic support 
and additional time to master concepts that directly affect special education teachers (Boon, 
Voltz, Lawson & Baskette, 2007). With the increased accountability practices, the focus on spe-
cial education has been forced to place emphasis on mandates and not enough time on supporting 





our energy trying to stay in compliance with regulations and miscellaneous paperwork, the de-
partment's efforts should be redirected toward the students who are being largely neglected be-
cause of the misdirected and overemphasis of district mandates.” (p. 83). 
The pressure from the federal government to perform well on tests often influences teach-
ers’ pedagogical practices (Smyth, 2008). Some researchers have concluded that placing such 
high-stakes on tests create an instructional environment where teachers feel like it is necessary to 
narrow their teaching to align with content that will be addressed on the standardized test (Brimi-
join, 2005; Mora, 2011).  “Teaching to the Test” is, unfortunately, a common reaction to testing 
demands (Tanner, 2013). Although teachers possess their own beliefs on what constitutes effec-
tive instructional practices, many teachers report that they must compromise these beliefs for the 
sake of test preparation (Assaf, 2006).   
Testing mandates are hurting America’s special education teachers. It is time for a change 
in America’s educational system.  Blanchett (2009) argued that it is time for America to do what-
ever it takes to make a positive change in education. The educational system should focus on 
providing an equitable education for all American students “regardless of race, social class, disa-
bility, or the intersection of all of these circumstances” (Blanchett, 2009, p. 386), while consider-
ing how this will affect teachers. It is imperative to set realistic goals and expectations for stu-
dents with careful consideration of external and internal factors that students contribute to their 
education.   
Understanding firsthand experiences of teachers as it relates to their abilities to meet the 
needs of their students in this era of accountability will better help education policymakers iden-





taught with high expectations while empowering special education teachers to have control of 
the instructional decisions they make for the students they know best. 
Preparing students who perform below grade level for mandated assessments that are pre-
sented on grade level can be conflicting. This study will explore how special education teachers 
respond to the potential conflict between preparing for accountability measures and making in-






3  METHOD 
In the previous chapters, I discussed how expectations for students with disabilities have 
increased over time. From personal experience, I have learned that supporting these students to 
meet the state’s educational expectations, as measured by performance on standardized assess-
ments, has been challenging on special education teachers’ abilities to cater to the educational 
needs of their students.  
To explore this further, I conducted a qualitative study drawing from narrative inquiry 
methodology to understand how the demands of high-stakes tests influenced special education 
teachers’ abilities to meet the needs of students with learning disabilities. This study examined 
the following research question: How does mandatory state testing influence special education 
teachers’ abilities to meet the needs of students with learning disabilities? 
Design 
As noted by Merriam (1998), “Qualitative research focusses on process, meaning, and 
understanding. Words and pictures rather than numbers are used to convey what the researcher 
has learned about a phenomenon” (p.8). To understand the stories and experiences of special ed-
ucation teachers, it is important to hear their authentic voices versus collecting numerical data. 
Qualitative methods were chosen for this study to capture participants’ stories in ways that quan-
titative methods would not allow. 
As a qualitative study seeking to learn about the experiences of special education teachers 
and high-stakes testing, the research participants needed to tell their stories and perspectives of 
their experiences. Stories are valuable because they are “how we make sense of our experiences, 
how we communicate with others, and through which we understand the world around us” (Mer-





lived and told” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 20). To learn about the authentic experiences of 
special education teachers, I drew from narrative inquiry methodology.  
Stories are best shared with people whom one feels comfortable around and have built a 
positive relationship with. Through the recruitment process, I sought participants who have been 
or are currently colleagues of mine so that I could more effectively elicit rich data through the 
stories told. After the participants shared their stories, I told stories from my perspective in the 
researcher’s journal and analytic memos. I compared my experiences and challenged my 
thoughts throughout the data collection process. 
Because “experience happens narratively” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 19), research 
participants naturally told stories of how they balanced meeting the needs of students with learn-
ing disabilities while preparing them for high-stakes tests. To protect the identify of each partici-
pant, the stories that were shared were presented as a collective narrative instead of individual 
narratives. Collective narratives were chosen because it allowed participants to contribute to a 
shared perspective of the phenomenon while protecting their individual identifies as the storytell-
ers (Murakami & Middleton, 2006). Though the collective narrative is used to develop themes, 
individual quotes are shared to help illustrate and substantiate those themes. 
Context of Study & Participants 
It was important to hear the voices of experienced special education teachers who work 
with students with learning disabilities and have experienced high-stakes testing. For authentic 
data, it was valuable to work with special education teachers with whom I had already estab-
lished a positive rapport. I drew from narrative inquiry as the research methodology to gather 
data and adopted coding and thematic analysis strategies to understand the meaning. Narrative 





Through existing and the development of these relationships, I was able to capture authentic sto-
ries. 
Research participants were selected through convenience and purposeful sampling (Mer-
riam & Tisdell, 2016). The advantage of convenience sampling was that it allowed for collegial 
relationships to influence the research in productive and positive ways. For example, the teachers 
who were recruited for this study were those with whom I was familiar with. That allowed me to 
elicit data that was honest and forthright. It also allowed me to build upon professional relation-
ships that I developed since joining the field. 
Purposeful sampling also provided advantages for this study and was most appropriate 
because it allowed me to “select a sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016, p. 96). The research participants were selected based on their relevance to the 
study and experiences with teaching students with learning disabilities and high-stakes testing. 
Patton (1990) suggested that the selected sample should “reflect the average person, situation, or 
instance of the phenomenon of interest” (p. 268).  
Six special education teachers from two local elementary schools where I have been em-
ployed as a teacher were invited to participate in the study, but only three responded to the invi-
tation. The three special education teachers who responded served as research participants. Hav-
ing three participants instead of six afforded me more time to engage in more intimate and honest 
conversations during interviews. 
All teachers have more than 15 years in education and experience teaching students with 
SLD in third, fourth, and fifth grade. These grade levels are significant because students in these 
grades participate in state testing, e.g., the Georgia Milestones. Additionally, all of these teachers 





self-selected pseudonym that was also reflected in the transcripts. However, their presence in the 
dissemination of the study are reflected as Teacher 1, Teacher 2, and Teacher 3 to further protect 
their identity. 
Table 1 depicts the demographics of the teachers and their schools. The wide range of ex-
periences that these special education teachers possess would facilitate data conducive to quality 
narrative inquiry. Both schools are Title I elementary schools with approximately 11% of the 
school population identified as students with learning disabilities. 
Table 1 
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> 20 years 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th 
11 out of 26  
Students 
2nd, 3rd, 4th 
 
School 1 and School 2 are in the same district in neighboring school clusters. Both 





teaching experience in special education. The longevity of the careers was a factor when select-
ing the participants. The wide of range of experience that each participant had made their stories 
richer to the study.  
Significantly, each participant was either a former or current coworker of mine and we 
have established a professional rapport with each other during our time of working together. This 
rapport was relied upon to encourage the participants to tell their authentic stories during the in-
terviews. Considering that I have the least amount of teaching experience than the teacher partic-
ipants, it was important that each participant be thoughtfully selected so that they could offer a 
more tenured perspective on the climate of HST and servicing students with SLD. 
The professional relationships that I have forged as a special education teacher has made 
speaking genuinely about the culture of HST in special education a smooth conversation to have 
with former and current colleagues. Years before beginning my research, I would engage in cas-
ual and passionate discussions with colleagues about the stress that HST places on administra-
tors, teachers, students, and parents. Though some of those colleagues did not participate in this 
study, I had a strong indication that the previous conversations I held represented the voices of 
many teachers in our community. Giving teachers an opportunity to freely share their thoughts 
on the phenomenon while providing a level of trust that their voices will be protected helped cap-
ture sincere stories that were not influenced by what I may have wanted or expected to hear.  
Data Sources 
Narrative inquiry allows the researcher and research participants to tell their experiences 
through stories. “At the very heart of what it means to be human is the ability of people to sym-
bolize their experience through language” (Seidman, 2013, p. 8). The methods that I used in this 





Two methodological theorists guide this study: Seidman (2013) and Vogt, Gardner, and Haeffle 
(2012). Seidman (2013) provided rich justifications for the selection of the design while Vogt, 
Gardner, and Haeffle (2012) offered pragmatic solutions for implementing the design of the 
study with methodological integrity. I primarily used interviews as a “mode of inquiry” to ask 
probing questions to elicit rich responses and detailed stories from participants that depict their 
personal experiences (Seidman, 2013, p. 8). In addition to interviews, I used a researcher journal 
and analytic memos to record notes from more abstract events that took place during the inter-
view process and record my own contributions through narrative (Bhattacharya, 2017).  The con-
tribution of analytic memos as both a tool and a data source is described in the next section.  
Data was collected for this study in the spring of 2020. The research was conducted in 
accordance with guidelines and restrictions imposed by Georgia State University and relevant 
government or public health authorities. All contact with human subjects was conducted over the 
phone. Each primary data source is detailed in the next section. 
Interviews 
The primary data source was semi-structured in-depth interviews.  Semi-structured inter-
views adopt an informal conversational structure focused on an “interest in understanding the 
lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2013, 
p. 9). In narrative inquiry, it was important that I, as the researcher, shared my experiences with 
the research participants as well. Not only would that allow for the participants to be more open 
to the data collection process, but it would also allow me to share my perspective on preparing 
students for high-stakes tests.  
Three interviews were conducted with each participant. Each interview built upon one 





interview process began at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. At that time, students and 
teachers were expected to learn and teach from home using virtual resources. Much of the first 
interview consisted of teachers explaining their thoughts about the changes and comparing their 
experiences with virtual learning to face-to-face instruction. Interview two began with a member 
checking session that consisted of reviewing the researcher’s interpretations from the previous 
interview and allowing the participant to clarify any misunderstandings or misconceptions. The 
interview continued to build data on the focus of the study with emphasis on high-stakes testing 
and meeting students’ needs. 
Because the focus of the study was about how teachers respond to the dilemma of teach-
ing and testing using the theory of cognitive dissonance, specific questions to understand how 
teachers respond were designed. Interview questions were designed around the four tenets of 
cognitive dissonance: modify cognitions, trivialize cognitions, add more cognitions, and deny 
cognitions. I used descriptive questioning to study each participants' views on the phenomena of 
preparing for high-stakes testing. Descriptive questions also aligned with narrative inquiry be-
cause it assumes that “most people organize their understanding of themselves in the form of sto-
ries or narrative” (Vogt, Garder, & Haeffele, 2012, p. 38).  
Interview three was used for teachers to member check interview two as well as tell clari-
fying stories to get a stronger understanding of each participants’ experiences. Throughout the 
interview process, I used my insider knowledge to listen for key stories and experiences that I 
could relate to. As the researcher with firsthand experiences in special education, I was able to 
recognize key stories that lend themselves to an understanding of how teachers’ experiences cor-
related to the theoretical framework of this study. The design intended to build each participant's 





celebrated their victories, I probed for more details and related their experiences to cognitive dis-
sonance.  
Each interview was transcribed verbatim and masked for confidentiality. The interview 
transcripts were used in analysis. 
Interview Process and Context 
The participants’ comfort level during the interview process was key to this study; there-
fore, the participants were able to select an interview time that was most convenient for them 
(Vogt, Gardner, & Haeffle, 2012). Due to guidelines around COVID-19, all interviews were held 
via phone. Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. Pseudonyms were used in all tran-
scripts. 
As recommended by Seidman (2013), it is most ideal that interviews are spaced relatively 
close between one another to cherish the connections between each interview cycle. All inter-
views were conducted approximately within two weeks of each other, and each interview lasted 
for an average of 45 minutes. At the end of each interview, I transcribed the interview and con-
ducted analytic memoing to begin narration creation. The developing narratives were verbally 
shared with participants at the beginning of each subsequent interview. An example of a devel-
oping narrative that I shared with the participants during member checking follows: 
Special ed teachers value the autonomy to work on tasks that directly impact student’s 
academic growth. All of you all said that you really value being able to have some con-
trol over working on tasks that directly align with students’ academic growth. So can you 
talk more about that? 
At the end of each interview cycle, I considered the shared stories that were told by each 





each participant and elicited responses. Participants were able to respond with what they agreed 
or disagreed with and clarified portions of the stories that may not have reflected their experi-
ence. Very rarely would a participant express that the narrative I shared did not accurately depict 
their experience. For example, in one member checking session I shared that the three teachers 
did not like collecting data. One participant explained that their experience was not that they did 
not like collecting data, but they did not like how collecting data took away from doing other es-
sential focus areas like teaching. I noted this correction and considered it during the development 
of themes. 
Table 2 depicts the iterative process of the interview cycles, detailing the order in which 
the participants were interviewed and the opportunities for member checking, which took place 
at the beginning of the second and third rounds of interviews and lasted no longer than 30 
minutes. Participation per participant took an average of one and a half hours per interview and 
member checking session. 
Participants were interviewed in different orders to give each participant an opportunity 
to be the first, second, or third interviewee. This was important because it is possible that I un-
knowingly treated participants differently based on the order that I met with them. It was possi-
ble that my conversations grew stronger or that I lost momentum throughout the interview cycle. 
Interviewing participants in different orders allowed for an evenly distributed experience with 






Table 2  
Overview of the Interview Order and Focus  
Round One: Introductory Interviews 
Teacher 2 • Bi-directional, conversational 
• Informally discuss dissonance 
• Discussed the benefits and downfalls of teaching virtually in response to 
COVID-19 guidelines 
• Discussed overall satisfaction with the profession 
Teacher 3 
Teacher 1 
Round Two: Semi-Structured Interviews 
Teacher 3 
• Began with member checking narratives 
• Shared developing themes: 
▪ Workload of special education teachers is extensive. 
▪ Teacher burnout should be acknowledged. 
▪ Accountability is not problematic. 
• New questions based on round one interviews 
Teacher 1 
Teacher 2 
Round Three: Semi-Structured Interviews 
Teacher 1 • Began with member checking narratives 
• Shared developing themes: 
▪ It is hard to balance completing paperwork with other responsibilities. 
▪ It is an unrealistic expectation to expect students who are two to three grade 
levels behind the pass the Milestones. 
▪ Special ed teachers can predict who can pass the Milestones at the begin-
ning of the year. 
▪ Learning inventories are implemented to learn about students’ learning mo-
dalities. 
▪ It is important to have honest data talks with your students. 







This research study was planned before COVID-19 impacted school closures and man-
dated testing schedules. With the assumption that the Georgia Milestones would be taken in 
April 2020, it was important to interview teachers before their responses could be influenced be-
cause of the testing season. However, since state testing was suspended during the 2019 – 2020 
school year, the need to consider the timing of the interviews was no longer a heightened consid-
eration. Interviews were conducted by phone in April.  
The suspension of testing for the school year allowed for unexpected opportunities for 
new experiences and stories to be shared by the teachers. Teachers were able to express how they 
felt about students not testing because they were experiencing the testing suspension in the mo-
ment. The interviews began while teachers were mandated to teach from home so initial inter-
view conversations were naturally centered on the teachers’ experiences with providing quality 
and differentiated instruction from home and helping students navigate online platforms. After 
allowing teachers to share their experiences, I guided the discussion back to testing. 
Researcher Journal 
The researcher journal was the mechanism to document my “thoughts, reactions, 
hunches, assumptions, and beliefs to analyze how they influenced the data collection and analy-
sis” (Bhattacharaya, 2017, p. 13).  I used the researcher journal to document thoughts and feel-
ings that I wanted to express during the interview but did not, and I used it as a reflection and 
planning tool for future interviews. Because narrative inquiry involves developing and sharing 
my own story, the researcher journal served as an additional space for developing that narrative. 
The journal was used throughout the research process and began with design considerations. 
Each journal entry was dated. After each interview, a journal entry was be made to include my 





way for me, as the researcher, to share personal experiences alongside the participants. These 
serve as reflections on how the data aligns with the research questions for this study. The journal 
was also a place to record recognized biases I had during the research process, including re-
searcher decisions I made during data collection and analysis and hence represented both reflex-
ivity and reflectivity. While the researcher journal was the mechanism to record my role in the 
process (both directive and responsive), analytic memoing served as a formal tool during the 
analysis of data (including researcher journal entrees).  
 Below are examples of an entries in my researcher journal. These entries were made after 
the first interview. Entries have been masked for gender. 
4/6 – I transcribed Teacher 2’s interview. There is value in having one grade level, but 
knowing the nature of special education, that is unrealistic. Teacher 2 talked a lot about 
how students begin to have behavior concerns as they grow older because they begin to 
notice that they have deficits when they compare themselves to their peers. I have cer-
tainly witnessed students become irate and call themselves stupid when they feel like 
they do not know or understand something that their peers know. Teacher 2 also talked 
about burn out and how it is important for special education teachers to recognize that. 
The workload was noted as the biggest issue with being a special education teacher. Bal-
ancing tasks while still providing individualized instruction is difficult. Teacher 2 particu-
larly likes the remote learning style because of the ability to provide the one-to-one in-
struction to the students without having to worry about the other components of the day. 







4/7 - I transcribed Teacher 3’s interview. I felt that there was contradiction in the stance 
on accountability assessments. On the one hand, the thought was that teachers should be 
held accountable because they signed up to do a job, but on the other hand accountability 
measures like the Milestones were not a fair assessment. Teacher 3 also discussed how 
common it is to teach students who are performing below grade level which is a huge 
concern that I have with these standardized tests! How can students who are multiple 
grade levels behind be expected to pass tests on their grade level? It was mentioned that 
students with disabilities should take a completely different assessment than their non-
disabled peers and that their accommodations should already be embedded in the test 
which would also lessen the paperwork load of special education teachers. I think that 
students with disabilities should take a different assessment, but I think that more than 
anything, the test should reflect the differentiation that teachers use in the classroom (i.e, 
present passages on instructional level). This would give the students a fair chance of in-
dependently participating in a test that is designed to meet their needs. Paperwork is a big 
concern in special education, but it is not a big concern for me. My biggest concern is the 
expectation of getting students ready for a high-stakes test. Another concern that Teacher 
3 noted was behavior concerns in students. From conversations with colleagues, student 
behavior is causing them to reach their breaking point and causing them to consider other 
job opportunities. A final important point that was addressed was making sure that stu-
dents were placed in their appropriate setting, which could take longer than a year. I 
would like to ask the other participants about their views on making sure that students are 
in the right setting in their experience. I also note that Teacher 3 favors teaching testing 






4/8 – I transcribed Teacher 1’s interview. Teacher 1’s biggest priority seems to be doing 
what is believed to be in the best interest of students, apart from the classroom. Teacher 1 
talked heavily about doing favors for families because their human needs are more im-
portant their classroom needs. It was also discussed that paperwork is extensive in special 
education and it is understandable how special education teachers quit because of it. 
Teacher 1 has learned how to decipher what paperwork is urgent and critical and what is 
not, after having taught for over 25 years. This affords the ability to decide what paper-
work should be the priority in completing and what can be placed on the backburner. In-
terestingly, Teacher 1 and 2 discussed the redundancy of the paperwork. Teacher 1 be-
lieves that students can overcome their obstacles and that the teacher plays a vital role in 
helping them to do so, especially when they are in their final years of elementary school. 
Like Teacher 2, Teacher 1 does not believe that teachers have issues with accountability 
measures as much as they have issues with paperwork requests. 
Analytic Memos 
Saldaña (2013) described the purpose of analytic memos as “documenting and reflecting 
on coding processes and code choices; how the process of inquiry is taking shape; and the emer-
gent patterns, categories and subcategories, themes, and concepts in your data – all possibly lead-
ing toward theory” (p. 41). Because the process is iterative, after each interview, I recorded in 
my researcher journal and then transcribed the interview. Those data sources (journals and tran-
scriptions) were used in coding. Analytics memos are written after every coding session (coding 
details follow in the next section). An analytic memo was written (typed in Word) at the end of 





and emerging patterns. For example, an analytic memo focused on decisions made in data and 
concentrated on observations made from the analysis of the data on whether the interviews were 
still directed toward the research questions. Analytic memos also targeted whether the data ap-
peared trustworthy from consistencies in patterns. Importantly, analytic memos formalized the 
development of building narratives through observations and insights into patterns as they devel-
oped and served as a springboard for the next interview cycles. Each analytic memo was labeled 
and used for a mechanism for analysis. Below is an excerpt from one analytic memo: 
Interview 2 
All of the teachers seemed to be very open. They interestingly brought up the same 
points. At one point I questioned if two of the teachers knew each other because they had 
such similar responses. Teachers felt comfortable in using things like “ridiculous’ and 
“no logical sense”. I found myself nodding heavily on the phone to a lot of what was 
said. 
Data Analysis 
One of the most important components of a research study is deciding how data will be 
analyzed. I used the developing themes to design questions for the following interview. After I 
coded the transcripts, I searched for common values, beliefs, and responses that were shared 
among each participant. I carefully considered the heart of the story that each participant was try-
ing to tell and used that analysis to develop themes. After each interview, I held an analysis ses-
sion with a member of the dissertation committee to discuss my rationale of the developing 
themes. I used the developing themes as a foundation for the questions for the following inter-





I looked at all of the interviews from the past interview cycle and I found some common-
alities among all participants. I want to talk to about those commonalties and try to get 
some clarification and some feedback regarding those things. One commonality was that 
it is hard to balance completing paperwork with other responsibilities. Talk about that. 
Using the theoretical framework of cognitive dissonance to guide this study, I operated 
under the belief that one’s thoughts and actions naturally aim to align with one another. 
Analysis of Codes 
To analyze the thoughts and beliefs of the participants concerning students with learning 
disabilities participating in high-stakes testing, I used values coding to analyze the data.  Accord-
ing to Saldaña (2016), “values coding assesses a participant’s integrated value, attitude, and be-
lief systems at work” (p. 124). Once the interviews were transcribed, I anticipated using four 
codes to code the data: V, A, B, and R.  
A code book was developed and used in this study with the assistance of a peer debriefer 
who was used to ensure that my codes were dependable and fair. Code labels were subjective to 
the researchers “paradigm, perspective, and positionality” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 135). Despite the 
subjectivity of codes, the code book allowed for consistency and fairness when coding interview 
transcriptions. It also provided a mechanism for the use of a peer coder for trustworthiness.   
The peer debriefer that I used was a fellow doctoral student who also studied the signifi-
cance that a peer debriefer adds to the research and data analysis. I shared two transcripts with 
the peer debriefer. The two transcripts were from the first interview with Participant 1 and Partic-
ipant 2. I explained each of the four codes that I anticipated using, the meaning of each code and 
words and phrases that might identify the code. The peer debriefer then independently coded 





Upon completion, the peer debriefer and I compared our codes. Though most of our codes were 
the same, there were some that overlapped more frequently than others and two codes that were 
more difficult to differentiate from each other than anticipated. Through a discussion and com-
parison of codes assigned by the peer and researcher, I refined the code book for use with all 
data. It was the discussion with the peer debriefer that helped me reach the conclusion that the 
codes A (attitudes) and B (beliefs) were too similar to consistently differentiate. The codes for 
analysis were: V (values), B (beliefs & attitudes), and R (response). Table 3 shows the code book 
for this study. 
Table 3 
Code Book 
Codes Key Words/Phrases Examples 
Value 
I try to… 
I want… 
I try to teach my students that 




My students can… 
I believe… 
It is… 
It is not… 
Students can only be success-
ful on the test if it is presented 
on their independent level. 
 
I believe that all students can 
learn. 
Response 
This is how I do it… 
I will not. 
I cannot. 
I will.. 
I want to… 
I will not teach to a test. 
 
In my class, I do what I be-






The code “V” was used to represent lines that indicated the participant's values and “B” 
was used for the beliefs that the participants expressed. Saldaña (2016) suggested that “value is 
the importance we attribute to ourselves and others, attitudes are the way we think about our-
selves, others, or ideas, belief is a system that encompasses values and attitudes” (p. 131-132). 
Understanding each participant's values, beliefs, and behaviors helped me analyze their thoughts 
on testing and holding students with disabilities accountable for high-stakes testing. In addition 
to modifying Saldaña’s original value codes, I also used the code “R” to represent the response, 
or behaviors, of special education teachers. Using values coding while adding a code for re-
sponse allowed me to consider the relationship between each participant’s thoughts and actions. 




Codes Meaning Units 
 Transcript Researcher Journal Analytic Memo 
Value 
“…that time would be 
spent more towards actu-
ally planning and really 
looking at the data” 
Teacher 2’s biggest 
concern was with the 
amount of paperwork 
that needed to be col-
lected. I relate with 
Teacher 2 on this be-
cause the expectation 
of collecting twice a 
week data on EACH 
objective for EACH 
student is insane! 
Initial conversations 
about how accountabil-
ity isn’t an issue, but 








“I don’t even think the 
scores should be counted 
in the school’s overall 
score because we know 
right away that they are 
not functioning on grade 
level so why would we 
ask them to take a test on 
grade level?” 
Teacher 1’s main ob-
jective is to make sure 
that students have the 
foundational skills that 
they need. When asked 
about which is priori-
tized between teaches 
standards or goals and 
objectives, it was ex-
pressed that ultimately 
goals and objectives 
will be taught because 
that is what’s best for 
individual students 
Teachers felt comforta-
ble in using things like 
“ridiculous’ and “no 
logical sense”. I found 
myself nodding heavily 
on the phone to a lot of 
what was said. 
Response 
“So weeks before the 
Milestones we would in-
tentionally teach math 
and reading.” 
Teacher 1 also made it 
clear that special edu-
cation teachers can 
only do as much as 
they can, but one has to 
be realist. 
One teacher seems like 
she wants to give me 
textbook answers, and 
as the interview goes 
on I get more of a 
“keeping-it-real” ap-
proach. She say things 
like “everyone should 
show growth on the 
test. We’re supposed to 
be teaching” and then 
after a while say how 
most people with LD 






Each transcribed interview was coded using the code book and recoded using a data ma-
trix “to scan and construct patterns from the codes, to develop initial assertions or propositions, 
and to explore the possible dimensions which might be found in the range of codes” (Saldaña, 
2016, p. 229). A data matrix was completed for each research participant for each interview cy-
cle. Table 5 depicts a sample of the data matrix that was used. 
Table 5 
Sample from Data Matrix 





I'm just extremely 
honest with them, and 
they know that 
they’re not function-
ing on grade level. 
 
…if you're a third grader 
and you have your reading 
fundamentals together you 
could pass reading on the 
Georgia Milestone test. 
 
We spend a lot of time on 






• Teach priority 
standards 
• Need a para for pa-
perwork 
• Learning invento-
ries for learning 
modalities 
• Intense, small 
group instruction 
• Open and honest 
conversations 
• Data talks with stu-
dents 
• Teach priority standards 
• Give your best and be 
satisfied with that 
• Special ed is for students 
who are not successfully 
accessing the gen ed cur-
riculum 
• A para to assist with pa-
perwork will be helpful 
• Humanly impossible to 
meet all of the require-
ments of a special ed 
teacher 
• A realist 
• Won’t waste time 
• Intentionally teach sub-
jects that are important to 
the Milestones 
• Understand the skills that 
will be on the Milestones 
and focus on those. Also 






• Build relationships with 
and confidence of stu-
dents first 
• Teach test-taking strate-
gies to students who 
have significant deficits 
 
The researcher used a data matrix for each cycle of interviews. Analysis was conducted 
for each participant in order to present for member checking and across participants for develop-
ing the narratives. After coding the interview transcript, each row (representing one teacher) in 
the matrix was analyzed, an analytic memo was written, and then narrative were developed and 
shared with that teacher during the next interview for member checking. Teachers were able to 
add to the developing narratives. That additional information was included in the next analytic 
memo as part of the interview-journal-memo cycle. Row analysis across all participants offered 
means to develop patterns in relation to the research questions. Analysis of coding for all teach-
ers in relation to what they are saying about “beliefs” were combined, for example. Those col-
umn analyses also took the form of analytic memos and served as data to analyze patterns across 
time, across all participants, and across all interviews. Ultimately, the row analysis maintained 
integrity in individual contributions to a collective narrative. 
Emergence of Themes 
Thematic analysis was chosen as the method of developing themes because it allowed the 
collective stories of the participants to build upon each other while protecting the teachers indi-
vidualized voices. To hear a collective voice, each participant gave input to the themes as they 
emerged. After review of each interview, research journal entry, and analytic memo, I looked for 





the high-stakes testing in special education. I searched for commonalties and what appeared to 
capture the collective voice of the participants. Figure 1 shows the analysis of narration in the de-
velopment of the themes. 
Figure 1 
Flowchart of Theme Development 
 
I took the initial themes that derived from the first round of data collection and shared 
them with the participants during the member checking session at the start of the second inter-
view. This process repeated itself after each interview cycle. Each participant provided clarity 
and responses to the proposed themes. Their responses were analyzed to determine the accuracy 
of themes and if they represented the collective narrative of the teacher participants. I used the 
responses to dig deeper into the shared stories and revise the themes to reflect the participants’ 
voices more accurately. 
Through the cycle of identifying themes and presenting them to the teacher participants, I 
was able to identify three themes that reflected how teachers responded to the phenomenon. Dur-
ing the final member checking session, I shared the three final themes that came from the data 

























to the accuracy of the depiction of the themes to their experiences. During the final member 
checking session, each participant agreed with the themes that evolved from the data and repre-
sented their stories. 
Trustworthiness 
Strong qualitative researchers strive for trustworthy research. Lincoln and Guba (1989) 
defined trustworthiness as being confirmable, dependable, credible, and transferable. Confirma-
bility is achieved when dependability, credibility, and transferability are all met (Nowell, Norris, 
White, & Moules, 2017). This study met the criteria of confirmability through the researcher’s 
positionality statement and researcher journal. My positionality statement makes it clear how I 
relate to the study and the background knowledge that I was able to bring to the study. My re-
searcher journal allowed me to contribute my narrative to the research and document biases that 
arose throughout the interview process. Dependability was achieved through the use of Saldaña’s 
(2016) coding schemes, coding matrix, peer debriefer and the use of a researcher journal. The 
coding manual and researcher journal clearly outlined the processes of data collection and data 
analysis and serves as an audit trail. Credibility was achieved through the study through the use 
of member checking. At the start of each interview, except the first, participants engaged in 
member checking where they confirmed that the interpretations of the data accurately reflected 
their thoughts and beliefs. Participants also engaged in a final member checking session for the 
third interview. Because member checking was used to develop narratives and themes, partici-
pants had the ability to make clarifications about the narratives and themes that were presented to 
them. Finally, transferability was met through the detailed descriptions of the research partici-





collecting data also supported transferability. It is my hope that the findings from this research 
will prove useful in other settings. 
Ethical Considerations 
An important factor considered through this research study was protecting the confidenti-
ality of the research participants. During the interview process, participants were asked to pro-
vide a pseudonym that they would be referred to as throughout the interview and within the 
study. The schools where the participants were employed were referred to as School 1 and 
School 2, respectively. Additionally, I followed member checking procedures so that the re-
search participants were comfortable with the information that would be shared in the disserta-
tion. The research participants were consistently reminded that if a concern arose with the way 
the data was interpreted (i.e., something was taken out of context, an interpretation misunder-
stood, etc.), the research participant had the right to request it not be included and that request 
would be honored. 
Because of the professional relationship that I have with both school’s administrative 
team, the research participants were assured that information gathered during interviews would 
be solely used for the study and not shared with outside parties.  
Because of the limited number of participants and the likelihood that a participant could 
be identified, genders and identities were masked. Though pseudonyms were used during the in-
terviews and transferred to the transcripts, pseudonyms were not used in the dissertation to fur-
ther protect their identity. 
Additionally, findings are presented as a collective narrative, including my own, of how 





collective. Counternarratives were also presented in the findings to provide a more comprehen-
sive view of the phenomenon. 
Limitations 
The narrative inquiry approach relied on participants to share their stories with the re-
searcher and therefore may be considered self-reporting data. Connelly (2013) suggested that 
self-reported data should be considered a limitation because such reports cannot be verified 
through other sources. Individuals could have had false perceptions or inaccurate memories and 
relying on accounts like those make the data limiting. 
 Another limitation of this study was that the research participants were all current or for-
mer coworkers of mine. The benefits of interviewing teachers that I have worked closely with 
allowed me, as the researcher, to have an insider dynamic and firsthand context of teaching con-
ditions at each school and also influenced the participants' willingness to be vulnerable during 
our discussion about their teaching experiences. While I believed that these teachers felt comfort-
able sharing their stories with me, they also may have felt inclined to tell or share what they be-
lieve the researcher wanted to hear and not their authentic experiences. This appeared to be the 
case for at least one participant. At the start of data collection process, one participant suggested 
that accountability measures were favored and that teachers exert more effort when these 
measures are in place. By the third interview, however, the participant was more outspoken 
about the negative consequences of increased accountability. I noted in my researcher journal 
that perhaps during the first interview, the participant had not yet developed a level of comforta-
bility to speak against what may have a been a position that I favored. It was imperative that sto-
ries be shared to elicit rich data so each research participant was encouraged to be honest and ex-





Another limitation of this study was the sample size. The study collected stories from 
three teachers in one district and hence does not represent all contexts.  
The study also took place at the start of COVID-19. In the unprecedented time, schools 
were immediately closed, teachers and students work virtually from home, and all standardized 
testing was suspended. Because testing was suspended for the school year, the participants may 
have participated with different perspective from if the interviews would have taken place during 
the time when teachers typically engage in test preparation Additionally, because of COVID-19 
restrictions, I was required to conduct all interviews by phone only. Seidman (2013) suggested 
that nonverbal language can play an important role during interviews. Acknowledging one’s 
nonverbal language, especially if it contradicts their verbal language, can open the door to dis-
cuss more than what has been shared at face value. Participants elected to interview by phone, 
and to honor their comfortability, video calls were not used. Not being able to see nonverbal lan-
guage presented a limitation because I was unable to have the added benefit of seeing partici-
pants reactions or body language to questions that I posed. Instead, I could only rely on verbal 
language shared by the participants. 
Through careful selection of the research methodology and methods, I believe that narra-
tive inquiry best allowed the teacher participants and me to genuinely share our experiences with 
preparing students with disabilities for high-stakes tests. In the next chapter, I share the findings 





4  FINDINGS 
The purpose of the research study was to examine the experiences that elementary special 
education teachers have with preparing students for high-stakes testing (HST). The intent of the 
research project was to answer the research question, “How does mandatory state testing influ-
ence special education teachers’ abilities to meet the needs of students with learning disabili-
ties?” 
Each research participant participated in three phone interviews and member checking 
sessions. Teachers were interviewed during a time of remote learning in response to COVID-19. 
Due to remote learning requirements, HST testing was suspended for the 2019-2020 school year 
which may have influenced the teacher’s responses.  
Interview questions were developed to understand the role that HST had on their instruc-
tional decisions. Each interview was coded to determine what each teacher valued, believed in, 
and their response to testing. Using the narrative inquiry approach, it was important that I de-
velop my narrative as the researcher alongside the teachers. As I engaged with the teachers, I 
challenged my thinking around the questions that I asked. Following each interview, I noted per-
sonal thoughts and feelings in my researcher’s journal and in the analytic memos. After reread-
ing the interview transcripts, analyzing the codes, and reflecting on the researcher’s journal and 
analytic memos, three themes emerged from the data: 1) High-stakes tests minimize the ability to 
specialize instruction; 2) Autonomy to work on tasks that impact academic growth is valued; and 
3) High-stakes tests are devalued, but instructional practices favor them. 
In the following section I will discuss each of the themes and provide examples of com-
ments and codes related to what they consider to value, their beliefs, and their response to HST. 





sake of this dissertation, the participants will be referred to as Teacher 1, Teacher 2, and Teacher 
3. Adding an additional layer of identify protection further masks the teachers’ identity by mak-
ing it more difficult for a reader to identify their gender or age. Connections to cognitive disso-
nance are made where applicable and counternarratives to interpretations of values, beliefs and 
response are provided where appropriate. 
Theme 1: High-stakes tests minimize the ability to specialize instruction. 
The first theme that emerged was “Special education teachers believe that high-stakes 
testing minimizes their abilities to specialize instruction”. Special education teachers expressed 
that knowing that students will be required to take a high-stakes test at the end of the year essen-
tially encourages them to make instructional decisions that align with the test. This theme is 
strongly supported by teachers’ belief codes that HST competes with specialized instruction and 
their responses to HST by reducing specialized instruction during test time. Belief codes identi-
fied in interview transcripts varied widely and were triggered by words such as “My students 
can’t…”, “I believe that”, and “It is…”. 
This theme directly highlighted the dissonance that teachers experience due to testing re-
quirements. Each of the special education teachers teach using the mastery learning model, but 
HST does not support that it. The analysis of the interviews clearly showed that teachers experi-
ence dissonance between teaching content that will be tested versus teaching skills that will be 
assessed. 
The teachers shared stories about their experience with teaching students with disabilities 
who are below grade level and their inability to meet students where they are academically be-
cause of the influence of the Georgia Milestones. The curriculum expects that students in kinder-





grade read to comprehend. What the special education teachers in this study expressed is that 
though they may have students who should be reading to comprehend, many are still learning to 
read. Although the Georgia Milestones assesses students’ ability to read to comprehend, these 
teachers believe that the most beneficial skill for students who are performing below grade level 
is to learn how to read but find themselves battling which skills should be taught.  
Teaching students grade level skills that they have not mastered the prerequisite skills for 
has been challenging for teachers and students. Teachers describe that when students are not pre-
sented with the material at their independent or instructional level, students tend to be disinter-
ested, disengaged, and can become easily frustrated. When presented with educational material 
that is too advanced for what they are ready to receive, students would often get angry, display 
signs of defeat, and in some cases, have behavioral outbursts. The teachers would continue to 
push students to do their best, although they knew that the task would be difficult. To the best of 
their ability, the special education teachers would stand firm on the task because they knew that 
the Georgia Milestones would present text on grade level and that their students would not have 
the accommodation to have reading passages read aloud, per eligibility requirements established 
by the school district. Although students would become visibly frustrated, the teachers explained 
that their students’ feelings were rational, but that they felt that their hands were essentially 
“tied” because of their inability to specialize instruction to meet their needs. 
Teachers value specializing instruction to meet the needs of their students. In fact, at the 
beginning of the year, in addition to the required baseline assessments that are administered to 
each student, each of the teachers conducted surveys and observations to determine if a student 





indication that these teachers valued students as individuals and support specializing instruction 
to meet their individual needs. 
One teacher described how taking anecdotal notes while the class played during recess 
helped to identify various character traits in those students. She would note who the natural lead-
ers were, and which students were more at ease by assuming a role as a follower. She noted who 
the more creative students were and those who typically used playground equipment and things 
found in nature as they were intended to be used. These anecdotal notes would be transferred to 
the classroom. These notes would be used to help determine who group leaders should be, who 
worked best in a group as compared to individually, and even who needed encouragement to be 
more expressive and share their voice with the class. Specializing instruction for students has 
been of great value to special education teachers, but specializing instruction for students who 
will take a generalized test, in many ways, is a contradiction for these teachers because many of 
the differentiated strategies that are used in class are unable to be transferred to HST. 
The teacher participants also talked about how they are required to attend weekly grade 
level meetings with members of the administration team to assess how they are progressing with 
teaching the standards and how well their students are doing with mastering those standards. 
Grade level teams develop a pacing guide that outlines how long each standard will be taught. 
The pacing guide lists all of the standards that will be taught from August to February to allow 
time for reteaching skills that students struggled with the most and to ensure that all standards are 
taught before the Georgia Milestones is administered in April.  
The pacing guide that the special education teachers follow is identical to the pacing 
guide that their general education counterparts follow which is an indication that pacing is not 





teachers should be teaching at the same pace as general education teachers with little considera-
tion that special education teachers teach students with learning disabilities and processing de-
lays. Although the timeline for teaching a year’s curriculum in a limited amount of time is more 
aggressive for special education teachers, they find themselves generalizing instruction to meet 
their students’ needs. In cases where high-stakes tests did not influence instructional decisions, 
special education teachers believe that they would spend more time working on skills that they 
believe were more essential to students’ academic growth like the foundations of reading and 
math. 
Collectively, the teachers in this study view standardized tests as a one-size-fit-all assess-
ment, which does not meet the individualized needs of students with disabilities. Although these 
students may qualify to receive some testing accommodations, the allotted accommodations are 
not nearly enough to help students who are multiple grade levels behind to demonstrate mastery 
on a high-stakes test. According to the teachers, the school district has implemented guidelines 
for helping teachers identify students who may qualify for the various accommodations that the 
district offers. These guidelines are implemented to help ensure that students are not overaccom-
modated and that they demonstrate evidence of needing the accommodations that they are as-
signed. 
For example, one accommodation is to have reading passages read aloud. Instead of al-
lowing every student to have passages read aloud, only students who can read only a few words 
in English would be considered eligible for receiving that accommodation. Unfortunately, in the 
teachers’ experience, some of the guidelines can be too strict for students. Considering that most 
students who will take the standardized assessments are at least able to read on a first grade read-





those students from being eligible to receive the testing accommodation that permits reading pas-
sages to be read aloud. However, if a student who reads on a first grade reading level is asked to 
participate in an assessment that will be presented as a third grade reading, it is unlikely that the 
student’s reading skills will be sufficient to demonstrate mastery on that assessment. Instead of 
having reading passages read aloud, the guidelines make it easier for students to receive having 
test questions read aloud, which does not adequately provide the support that someone who is 
reading multiple grade levels behind would need. Special education teachers then find them-
selves teaching strategies that use having test questions read aloud to their advantage of HST in-
stead of being able to teach them the foundational skill of reading. 
For the three years that I have taught testing grades as a special education teacher, I found 
that school test scores were the primary data source that my evaluators used to improve the fol-
lowing school term. For my evaluators and their supervisors, test scores reflected the success of 
the school and assessed the quality of learning that had been provided that school year. As a re-
sult, I was highly encouraged by my administrative team to focus on skills that would essentially 
help my students to pass and the school’s overall score to improve. 
Although it was common for majority of my students to perform considerably below their 
grade level, my goal as the special education teacher was to help each student work toward mas-
tery of the high-stakes assessment. Needless to say, these were the three most stressful years of 
my career. My students were overwhelmed, I became frustrated, and I felt that I was chasing 
something that was impossible to catch. My students needed to learn foundational skills but 
teaching sight words to students who should be independently reading fifth grade passages was 





To acknowledge student’s deficits and prepare them for standardized tests, more of my 
instruction centered on test-taking strategies. I found that I was teaching students how to look for 
key words in a passage, use illustrations that may be provided to make inferences or predictions, 
and to rely on the few words that were able to read to make connections to what the questions 
may be asking. It was not the best pedagogical practice, my students were not successful, and I 
ultimately decided to teach grades where I could devote my time teaching foundational skills 
without the worry of HST. 
Facing the reality of what the Georgia Milestones will look like for students with disabili-
ties, it is understandable that special education teachers feel like their only hope is to teach ad-
vanced skills with optimism that their students will miraculously comprehend and retain what is 
taught. If not for the high-stakes tests, each teacher expressed that they would have considerably 
less worry about teaching skills on grade level. Instead, they are certain that their instructional 
focus would be specializing instruction and helping students master necessary foundational and 
prerequisite skills. 
Because the standardized test is designed to assess students’ ability to perform on grade 
level, special education teachers teach the general education curriculum at a pace that is compa-
rable to students in general education. Certain academic subjects are taught more than others, 
staff meetings are often centered around the content of the HST, and some students are so far be-
hind that they are unable to be given the attention they need to close their academic gaps. 
Each of the special education teachers interviewed expressed how they often have meet-
ings throughout the school year to focus on how student data looks and what strategies should be 
implemented to help students continue to grow academically. Special education teachers spend a 





tests questions and standards that will be addressed on the test.  When asked about the meetings 
two teachers had this say: 
Teacher 2  We meet with the curriculum specialist, known as the Curriculum Support 
Teacher, to learn about the makeup of the Georgia Milestones so we can know 
what to teach. 
Teacher 3  During our meetings, we review the priority standards which are the standards 
that are guaranteed to be assessed on the Georgia Milestones. 
It is clear from these responses that the teachers are taught to generalize their instruction 
in preparation for the generalized Georgia Milestones. Instead of looking at the individual needs 
and learning style of students with disabilities, teachers are asked to teach students the standards 
that will be on the test and teacher consider what will be presented on the Georgia Milestones 
when preparing lessons. 
In elementary school, fifth grade is the only grade level where students are required to 
take the Georgia Milestones in English/language arts (ELA), math, science, and social studies. 
Third and fourth graders are only given ELA and math assessments at the end of the year. Even 
though fifth grade is the only grade that is assessed in science and social studies, passing these 
tests are not required for promotion to sixth grade. Because of this, special education teachers ex-
pressed that science and social studies are often placed on the backburner, especially when the 
test nears, and the school heightens its focus on preparing for the test. During the interview, one 
teacher stated, “There’s not a lot of time to dedicate towards teaching science and social studies.” 
One concern that special education teachers have for HST is its implications that students 
with disabilities should be able to perform on assessments like their non-disabled peers. Special 





accessing the general education curriculum but requiring them to participate in standardized tests 
that reflect the general education curriculum appears to defeat the purpose of special education. 
The following are excerpts from one of the interviews: 
Teacher 2  Special education is for students of whom the general education curriculum 
was not sufficient. There is a great deal of pressure on special education teach-
ers to have their instruction look like that of general education. 
Teacher 3  I try to keep the same pacing as general education teachers, but meeting the 
needs of all students, especially those who have additional special education 
services like speech, make it challenging. 
As a result of special education teachers being unable to provide specialized instruction 
to the students they serve because of HST, special education teachers find that they spend more 
instructional time, especially during designated times for test preparation, preparing students 
who are more likely to pass the Georgia Milestones for the test. It is common for special educa-
tion teachers to teach a wide variety of disabilities in one classroom setting, and it is even more 
common for these teachers to prioritize their instructional decisions by preparing students with 
greater potential to pass for the Georgia Milestones. One of the research participants explained 
that the focus is on maximizing students’ strengths and forego weaknesses that will realistically 
not be mastered by the time the Georgia Milestones is administered. Doing so creates a greater 
likelihood of passing the Georgia Milestones because students will have mastered skills in a par-
ticular domain on the test.   
 Special education teachers’ response to this theme proves consistent with the response 
coding. Although the teachers do not like that standardized tests limit their ability to specialize 





students who participate in the assessment. Teaching in a way that aligns with the HST suggests 
that the students who are being taught are up for the task. While this is important, and all stu-
dents should be taught to high standards, HST minimize teachers’ ability to cater to the individ-
ual needs or address the specific deficits of their students. Collectively, this theme revealed that 
although students with learning disabilities have many strengths, the teacher participants believe 
that the testing does not allow for those strengths to be showcased because of its one-size-fits-all 
design. 
Theme 2: Autonomy to use time to work on tasks that impact academic growth is valued. 
The second theme that emerged from the data aligned directly with the value codes. Val-
ues coding was used to determine what the teachers valued or found important. I identified what 
was valued to the special education teachers by listening for sentence starters like “I wish I 
could…” or “I really want to…”. After careful review of the interview transcripts, it was clear 
that the participants' values varied immensely. As also noted by Billingsley (2004), the special 
education teachers expressed that they place a high value on their work environment as it relates 
to their roles as the teacher. Some teachers mentioned how they would value less paperwork or 
smaller caseloads to allow them to meet the academic needs of their students more effectively. 
Collectively, however, a theme emerged that “Special education teachers value the autonomy to 
use time to work on tasks that directly impact students’ academic growth”. 
The dissonance from this theme centered on professional identity. Although each of the 
teacher participants are professionals in their field, they have limited voice in how they spend 
their time. As a result, students may not grow as much as teachers would anticipate if teachers 
did have power to determine how their time is used. Further, these teachers essentially risk being 





The research participants believe that their time is valuable and that their time is best 
spent preparing lessons and instructing students. After analysis of the interviews, it was evident 
that the special education teachers wanted to spend time working on strengthening students’ 
foundational skills, as mastery of those skills would ultimately transfer into the success of high-
stakes tests. Instead of having the autonomy to spend their time this way, however, their posi-
tions require that a considerable amount of their time be spent doing paperwork, hosting IEP 
meetings, and attending required meetings that may not be of relevance to them. 
 The time completing paperwork was the primary frustration discussed during the inter-
views. The teachers felt like, over the years, the workload of paperwork has increased alongside 
its tediousness and takes away from preparing lessons for instruction. One teacher explained how 
paperwork is frequently requested for the special education teachers to complete with only a few 
days of notice before it is due, and it is often paperwork that could be generated from a few 
codes in a computer. Requests to list the name of the homeroom teacher of each student on their 
caseload or requests to list the names of each student that is served for each subject are just a 
couple of tasks that the special education teachers find tedious and a distraction from doing their 
job of educating students. Not only are many of the paperwork requests tedious, but they can also 
be considerably time-consuming with the large caseloads that they are often assigned. The re-
quirement to complete paperwork can compete with responsibilities that teachers consider valua-
ble. 
 In addition to paperwork, teachers also talk about how hosting IEP meetings take away 
from preparing for quality instruction. Special education teachers explained the process of host-
ing an IEP meeting and how it also entails a lot of time and preparation. To host an IEP meeting, 





works best for all. The teacher then sends an IEP invitation to the student’s parents to formally 
notify them of the meeting and to request their attendance. The special education teacher may 
have to call several times to remind the parent of the meeting and allow the parent to reschedule 
if necessary. The special education teacher is required to draft an IEP by pulling data from vari-
ous sources to articulate how the child is presently functioning, as well as updating the many 
components that an IEP contains. Finally, the teacher carves out time as best as possible to hold 
the IEP meeting, which in some cases can take so long that the meeting has to be tabled and re-
sumed at a later date. Once the meeting is over, and all parents have shared their input, the spe-
cial education teacher must update the IEP with all new of the new information and finalize the 
IEP and send a copy to all members of the IEP team. The special education teachers expressed 
how time-consuming preparing for IEP meetings can be and how their time could be better spent 
on instruction if someone was hired to coordinate IEP meetings. 
 In this school district, special education teachers are instructed to collect data twice a 
week on every goal and objective for every student that is on their caseload. According to the 
teachers, caseloads can sometimes become as large as 18 students or more in a pull-out program. 
Considering that the average student has six goals and objectives, data must be collected an aver-
age of twelve times per student in one week. With a caseload of 18 students, teachers can find 
themselves collecting over 200 points of data in one week! To dedicate time for data collection 
means that special education teachers are taking time out of their schedules to teach. This be-
comes problematic because data collection further lessens the time that teachers can dedicate to 
teaching skills their students need and creates barriers for specializing instruction in ways that 





 When questioned about the reasons for the district’s decision surrounding the increased 
data collection requirement, two teachers were able to provide clarification. In their experience, 
the more data that can be provided on a goal or objective, the more likely it is to accurately as-
sess student’s progress or mastery. 
An additional concern of participants regarding data collection is the burden on the stu-
dents. Some assessments are more time consuming than others (e.g. reading passages and an-
swering questions versus being timed on ability to solve multiplication facts) and can become 
frustrating for many students. 
 Lastly, special education teachers described how they had been required to attend meet-
ings that are geared for general education teachers. One teacher explained an experience that 
took place during a grade level meeting. The meeting was primarily about an upcoming field 
trip, a topic that would only be of concern for homeroom teachers. This participant explained 
that homeroom teachers are responsible for communicating information about field trips with 
their students. Because this participant was not a homeroom teacher, there was little interest in 
the day the grade level team decided to book the field trip or how much they felt students should 
pay. To uphold professionalism standards, this special education teacher reported trying to ap-
pear engaged during the meeting but found it hard not to think about how the time spent in the 
meeting could have been used more effectively. 
I also share the values of special education teachers. There are often times when I am re-
quired to participate in meetings that are intended for general education teachers. I can think of 
one instance when I was required to attend grade level Response to Intervention (RtI) meetings. 
RtI is a process that general education teachers go through to provide students with focused in-





for that child. If the interventions work, gaps are closed and the teacher proceeds with monitor-
ing that child’s academic progress. If the interventions do not work, the student goes through a 
process of being evaluation to receive special education services. If that student is found eligible 
to receive special education services based on the evaluations that were conducted, the special 
education teacher would develop an IEP team to begin servicing the child in the areas where 
weaknesses have been identified. As a special education teacher, the RtI process is not relevant. 
Special education teachers are only brought into the conversation once a child has been identified 
as needing special education services. Being required to participate in RtI meetings that train 
teachers on how to conduct and document interventions, how much time should be spent with 
students, and how large or small intervention groups should be does not impact her position or 
role as a special education teacher. 
 While my understanding is that administrative team requires all faculty members to at-
tend such meetings so that all parties are aware various processes and procedures, it is meetings 
like those that make me feel like my role as a special education teacher is not used appropriately. 
On the one hand, it is appreciated that special education teachers are not forgotten about and are 
viewed as valued contributors to students’ educational success. On the other hand, however, it is 
also true that special education teachers can be so included in work that primarily involves gen-
eral education teachers, that valuable time is taken away from special education teachers to do 
the work that they are specialized to do. My primary focus is to help students with disabilities 
grow academically through various methods and strategies. Attending meetings for general edu-
cation teachers do not help me become a better special education teacher, but rather it takes away 






The special education teachers in this study spoke immensely about how they each felt 
that the paperwork aspect of their job was redundant, useless, and time-consuming. A great deal 
of our conversations consisted of the teachers expressing how challenging it is to maintain data 
per their district’s requirement, schedule, plan, and host meetings, while meeting the individual-
ized needs of their students. Maintaining the requirements and responsibilities as a special educa-
tion teacher is already overwhelming. Adding to it the stress the requirements and responsibili-
ties of preparing students for HST makes the job even more overwhelming and contributes to 
teacher burn out. 
Loads of conflicting job responsibilities can understandably make one feel helpless. As it 
relates to cognitive dissonance, as teachers seek to align their thoughts and beliefs, it is a natural 
reaction for teachers for teachers to forgo some responsibilities or change their mindset around 
what is required of them. In this case, teachers expressed that they choose to collect data and host 
IEP meetings as required but are not always able to teach what they believe should be taught.  
Special education teachers understand that for accountability's sake, it is important to pro-
vide as much instruction to students so that they can prove successful on standardized tests. 
Completing paperwork, hosting IEP meetings, and attending pointless meetings take away from 
the time they believe is necessary for working on tasks that directly align to providing quality in-
struction to their students. The research participants had the following things to say about auton-
omy: 
Teacher 1  Now, I deal with it by doing the minimum that is required for those kinds of 
things that I don’t think have a direct impact on my students’ achieving or 
learning. 





Teacher 3  …that time would be spent more towards actually planning and really looking 
at the data. 
The consensus among the participants was that the process of collecting data and prepar-
ing for IEP meetings is a tiresome process that essentially takes away from what special educa-
tion teachers want to do the most – teach to the needs of their students. One teacher noted that 
the workload of a special education teacher is strenuous because of the requirements to write les-
son plans, maintain legal obligations, and balance teaching.  The responsibility of figuring out 
when paperwork should be completed, contacting members of an IEP team to schedule meetings, 
and writing IEPs is lot for one person to bear. Another teacher expressed that the workload is hu-
manly impossible. Special education teachers are required to do a lot of work and a lot of times 
the work is redundant which adds another layer of frustration. Finally, the third teacher explained 
that because the workload can easily be unbearable, all energy and time is centered on what is 
most valuable, which may not always align to what the district presents as the most important. 
Not only are special education teachers required to do tasks that directly align to being a 
special education teacher, they are required to do complete these tasks in addition to the tasks 
that general education teachers are required to complete. Special education teachers are also 
asked to do things like reviewing student data with general education teachers, reporting class 
incidences, assisting with organizing field trips, and more. In many ways, special education 
teachers feel that the burden is sometimes too heavy to bear. Adding additional tasks to teachers 
who already feel overwhelmed can be exhausting for teachers. Two teachers expressed their 





Teacher 1  It is virtually impossible for a teacher to fully maintain their role by meeting 
the deadlines of paperwork and collecting data while also being responsible 
for the providing direct instruction within the standard school year. 
Teacher 3  Special education teachers are required to complete work that is relative to 
special education in addition to completing tasks that general education teach-
ers are required to complete.  
As a result, some special education teachers feel that the best way to cope with the de-
mands that are being asked of them is to do the bare minimum. Some feel that since their time is 
best spent support the academic needs of their students, they meet the minimum requirements set 
by the district or school leaders, but do not concentrate more effort than is needed to provide data 
that is required. This allows them to instead provide instruction for students which is ultimately 
the mutual goal of all educators any school. 
Because so much time is spent in ways that special education teachers feel compete with 
instructional time, all of the research participants suggested that having a paraprofessional is a 
necessity for sharing the responsibility of collecting data and doing paperwork and supplement-
ing quality instruction to their students. Having a paraprofessional is not standard in special edu-
cation. Classes earn a paraprofessional for the number of students and the variety of disabilities 
that are being served at one time. Each special education teacher found that sharing the responsi-
bility with an adult who can also collect data and other tasks made it easier for them to manage 
tasks. The research participants had this to say about having additional support: 
Teacher 2  All special education teachers need an assistant for paperwork. I believe 
school districts should allow designated people to assess and work with chil-





Teacher 3  If I had a para or some person that is assigned to this school to do all of the 
setting up of the IEP meetings, making the copies of the meetings, and filling 
out the FTE paperwork and all of those other stuff that I have to do, that 
would free me up to plan more, plan better, plan more specific and targeted 
lessons with my students. It would give me more time to spend with what’s 
important and that is teaching the students. 
The collective thought from the teachers is that they value having the autonomy to use 
their time as they deem most appropriate. Being a special education teacher naturally comes with 
more responsibilities than general education teachers. Having the autonomy to use their time in 
ways that help them meet the demands of their job and the needs of their students is incredibly 
valued.  
Teachers openly expressed that they are not spending their time the way they believe di-
rectly supports their students. They find that they are attending professional faculty meetings that 
take away from their planning time. Other times, the teachers express that they spend a consider-
able amount of time planning the logistics of coordinating IEP meetings with IEP team members. 
What special education teachers truly value is the autonomy to spend their time on tasks that they 
believe will directly impact the academic growth of students while additional help is offered to 
complete the miniscule tasks that are not as critical. 
This theme highlighted how special education teachers experience conflict with balancing 
the requirements of their job while meeting the needs of students as it relates to preparing them 
for HST. The feeling of not having enough time to complete tasks, teach content or skills, or re-





education teachers feel like it is impossible to be successful at their job as special educators. The 
next theme highlights how special education teachers respond to the conflict. 
Theme 3: High-stakes tests are devalued, but instructional practices favor them. 
The third theme was “Special education teachers devalue high-stakes testing but change 
their instructional practice in accordance with it”. This theme strongly draws from interview 
data that was coded as response code. This code was to understand how special education teach-
ers respond to the demands of HST. Response codes differ from value and beliefs because it goes 
beyond an abstract feeling as it puts action to how the teachers respond. Examples of response 
codes begin with sentences like “In my classroom…” or “What I do is…”. The response code 
was an essential code to align with the cognitive dissonance. As mentioned in chapter one, cog-
nitive dissonance happens when beliefs and actions do not naturally align. Understanding values 
and beliefs were important but learning about the teachers’ actions were equally critical. The first 
theme highlighted what special education teachers felt their purpose was while the second theme 
expressed how teachers feel that they do not have the autonomy or time to fulfill that purpose. 
This theme will focus on how teachers respond to the conflict. 
 The collective response that I identified from the research participants was that their in-
structional decisions align with high-stakes tests, although they expressed how much they disa-
gree with the assessment and its effects on their students. 
 In both schools, teachers engage in “March Madness”, a month where everyone’s focus is 
on teaching standards that will be on the Georgia Milestones and those that may not have been 
mastered by majority of the students. Each teacher talked about how reading and math are taught 
the most because these subjects must be passed before students can be promoted to the next 





reading and math to be promoted. During March Madness, the school sorts students by their abil-
ity level across the grade level so that the teacher can teach standards to homogenous groups of 
students. Students who are closer to mastering grade level standards are prepared to take the test 
by learning new strategies and teaching subjects that will specifically be tested. For some stu-
dents, the special education teachers spent their time teaching test-taking strategies. 
 For special education teachers, during March Madness, there is little to no time to con-
tinue attempts to helping students master prerequisite skills. At this point in the school year, spe-
cial education teachers are teaching grade level standards to students with more potential to pass 
the Georgia Milestones than those who are struggling the most. 
Because of the dedication to the Georgia Milestones preparation, teachers find them-
selves teaching less of the students’ goals and objectives that are indicated in their IEP and more 
of the priority standards and subject areas that all students, regardless of ability levels, are ex-
pected to master. This means that the required twice per week data collection is not collected as 
frequently. During March Madness, teaching goals and objectives are temporarily ceased. If 
teachers can find time, their priority becomes collecting data on goals and objectives. 
High-stakes tests have caused special education to make instructional decisions that they 
may not initially agree with because it of its tendency to generalize instruction that they believe 
should be specialized and individualized for their students. The teachers in the study expressed 
that HST are extremely influential in their practice. Though it was a difficult decision, under-
standing the weight that test scores play on a school’s reputation and CCRPI scores convinced 






Instead of providing the instruction that their data shows students need, teachers in this 
study, including myself, felt compelled to provide instruction geared toward the Georgia Mile-
stones. This decision is made despite the fact that most of our students not to pass the Georgia 
Milestones each year.  We find ourselves returning to a focus on the test than on the needs of 
their students beginning in March. 
Although teachers expressed their dissatisfaction with testing, many of them alluded to 
changing their instructional practices and making instructional decision that aligned with the test. 
For example, each of the participants teach multiple subjects, including reading, math, language 
arts, science, and social studies. During the interview, all of the teachers explained that when the 
test nears, science and social studies are taught much less, or not at all. Since science and social 
studies are not as critical as reading and math on the Georgia Milestones, it is expected that those 
subjects are not taught during March Madness. The research participants expressed that if it were 
not for standardized tests, there are certain skills that they would teach longer, science and social 
studies instruction would not be halted, and grade level content would not be taught until stu-
dents demonstrated that they were educationally equipped to receive grade level instruction. 
Each of the teachers also expressed that because they teach students with a wide range of 
ability levels, some students are more likely to be successful on the Georgia Milestones than oth-
ers. Because of this, some teachers prepare students with the greatest potential for passing for the 
Milestones while other students do not receive the same level of rigor or test preparation. The 
goal for special education teachers is to get as many students to pass standardized tests as possi-
ble. The following are excerpts from our interviews: 





Teacher 2  I can't say that I can help a child pass a test who's reading on a kindergarten 
level and it's a fifth-grade test. How? It’s impossible It is unrealistic - it 
doesn't mean it's impossible, it's just unrealistic to expect students who are 
multiple grade levels behind to pass the Milestones. 
Test-taking strategies are typically taught to students who have not demonstrated mastery 
and are not yet approaching mastery of grade level content. Students who realistically will not 
pass the Georgia Milestones because of their current level of performance, according to their 
teacher’s data and observations, are taught test-taking skills. Test-taking skills include how to 
look for keywords in a text, how to use the process of elimination, and how to use testing accom-
modations to the best of their ability. In some cases, teaching test-taking strategies works, and 
students do better than expected on the high-stakes test. Choosing to teach test-taking strategies 
instead of foundational skills that they need indicates that the special education teachers, to some 
degree, align their practices in support of high-stakes tests. 
The participants shared that during instructional time, they would read questions to stu-
dents because it appeared to be one of the most beneficial testing accommodations. Although 
students are unable to have reading passages read aloud, sometimes hearing the question can 
help students listen for keywords that could help them accurately answer reading comprehension 
questions on HST. Other accommodations, like frequent breaks and extended time, primarily 
help students stay attentive for the duration of the test, but not correctly answer test questions. 
From one perspective, special education teachers provide specialized instruction by the test-tak-
ing tools they choose to emphasize for individual students. Although all offered accommodations 
may not benefit every student, teachers use their knowledge of student learning to practice use 





Teachers have found that teaching lower-level, non-standards based, strategies is a better 
use of their time. This means that teachers are sacrificing teaching skills that students need to 
master that may be below their grade level to spend time on teaching strategies that may help 
them to achieve a higher score on a standardized test. Teachers use of time for teaching test-tak-
ing strategies instead of content skills shows that they will go to great lengths beyond what they 
believe to help their students perform their best on HST. 
The actions of the research participants, in many ways contradict their beliefs. As noted 
with the first theme, special education teachers expressed that high-stakes testing does not allow 
them to specialize their instruction, which is very important to the service they provide. They 
spoke against how standardized tests essentially require them to teach in ways that mimic that of 
general education. Even though they disagree with the design of standardized testing, the special 
education teachers in this study found themselves engaging in practices that supported teaching 
in non-specialized ways. This was evident by the teachers saying the following: 
Teacher 1  I try to maximize the strengths that he or she has and not worry on skills that 
has taken a year and half working on with little or no gain. If I maximize your 
strength based on how the test is given and the number of questions on the test 
for that domain, I think I have a better shot at getting you to pass the test. 
Teacher 2 For those students who are significantly below grade level, I honestly taught 
them test taking strategies.  
Teacher 3   I will say this is a priority standard. And what that means is this will definitely 
be something that the Georgia Milestones will focus on. 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, a benefit of special education is the ability for special educa-





individualized needs. However, HST have minimized the ability of special education teachers to 
use their expertise to support their students. The teachers argued that they did not agree with 
standardized tests or the influence that HST have on their workload and instructional decisions, 
yet they still engaged in actions that misaligned with their beliefs. Each teacher serviced students 
in testing grades with the tests in mind. Some subjects were dismissed while others were empha-
sized, test-taking strategies were taught to give hope to students who were predicted to not pass, 
and standards that were certain to be presented on the Georgia Milestones were intentionally 
spotlighted. 
 Mandatory state testing influences instructional decisions more than special education 
teachers appreciate. HST minimizes the ability for special education teachers to specialize their 
instruction and devote time to work on tasks they deem valuable. Interestingly, however, these 
teachers continue to allow their behaviors (i.e., modifying instructional decisions) to go against 
what they believe and value. 
As Festinger (1957) suggested, there are four naturally occurring strategies that typically 
guide thoughts and behaviors to align. In this study, it was clear that the teachers and I most 
aligned with the second strategy by trivializing their cognition. Although our beliefs and values 
did not support HST, our behaviors essentially favored support for the tests. We trivialized our 
cognition to help our cognition align with the expected behavior. One example of this was made 
evident when the teachers decided to teach test-taking strategies instead of content that they felt 
was more appropriate for their students. This example shows how cognition was trivialized by 
suggesting that test-testing strategies may not be as rigorous as teaching grade level standards, 





standing firm in our disagreement with the consequences of HST, we modified our beliefs and 
values to align with the behavior that we knew were expected of us. 
Summary 
As special education teachers talked about their experiences with the preparing their stu-
dents for HST it became evident that they know what skills need to be taught but feel that HST 
expectations impact their autonomy to teach those skills. The common goal in elementary 
schools is to prepare students to demonstrate proficiency on HST regardless of students’ current 
ability levels. As much as this creates dissonance between what teachers believe and what they 
are expected to do, teachers find a way to work toward meeting those expectations. 
Although teachers may not have full control over what they are able to teach – choosing 
to teach to the test instead of teaching foundational skills that they believe their students need 
most – they do have control in their instructional decisions in other ways. For example, teachers 
decide to teach students who may not be ready to learn grade-level content test-taking skills. This 
level of differentiation still allows teachers to have a certain level of control and lessens their dis-
sonance as they prepare all students for HST. 
The themes in this chapter captured what teachers expect of themselves, what is expected 
of them, and their response to the phenomenon. As teachers discussed what they expected for 
themselves, they also talked about how they felt they have limited control over the instruction 
they provide to their students. However, in some ways, these teachers did demonstrate a level of 
some autonomy. For example, for students who the teachers really thought were not ready to 
learn grade level content, they were taught test-taking skills. Understandably, school leaders be-
lieve that all students can learn and achieve academic gains, but special education teachers un-





Differentiating how students are prepared for HST is one way that special education teachers 
subconsciously take control over the instruction they provide to their students. Doing so allows 
them to positively respond to their dissonance by providing a certain layer of differentiated in-
struction and strategies to students they believe need it while meeting the expectations of school 
leaders.  
In the final chapter, I will discuss the implications of these findings and offer suggestions 








5  DISCUSSION 
This study allowed the researcher to learn about the experiences of fellow colleagues in 
special education as it relates to preparing students with disabilities for HST. Having firsthand 
experience working alongside each of these research participants made working on this project a 
unique and invaluable experience for me. I know of the passion that each of these participants 
feel for teaching and closing educational gaps between their students with disabilities and their 
non-disabled peers. Taking a deeper look into understanding their positions as special education 
teachers as it relates to providing the type of instruction that they feel is necessary for their stu-
dents is a narrative that deserves to be told and a perspective that is often unheard.  
In this chapter, I will draw final conclusions to the research, discuss implications, and 
suggest how further research can be beneficial to improving this work. 
Conclusions 
Accountability measures lead to some special education teachers feeling burnt out and 
wanting to leave the profession (Billingsley, 2004; McCarthy, 2019). Accountability measures 
like high-stakes tests (HST) increase expectations of teachers and often leave them conflicted 
with making appropriate instructional decisions. Though teachers participated in years of college 
schooling to become experts in their craft, the weight of HST makes it difficult for some special 
education teachers to put their expertise to use. 
As noted in Chapter 2, the inclusion of students with disabilities gradually increased over 
time. By 2001, all students, regardless of ability level, were expected to achieve proficiency as 
outlined in the NCLB (Powell, Higgins, Aram, & Freed, 2009; vanSciver & Convover, 2009; 
Yell, Rogers, & Rogers, 1998). This goal was a grand push for all teachers but carried a different 





Sixty percent of students with disabilities have a specific learning disability (SLD) with 
processing deficits. Requiring students with SLD to participate in accountability measures meant 
that special education teachers had to creatively master improving student’s academic perfor-
mance from their current level to helping them achieve levels of proficiency, as measured by 
HST. This goal naturally created cognitive dissonance among special education teachers.  
In this study, teachers experienced conflict in discharging their duties as special educators 
while complying with testing mandates. This study found that the participants in the study do not 
support HST, yet they engage in instructional practices that align with supporting the test. This 
was evident by the way they cater to priority standards, teach certain subjects more than others, 
and teach students with greater potential to pass differently from those with less likelihood of 
passing. The teachers most aligned with the first strategy of cognitive dissonance – modifying 
cognitions. The research participants modified their cognition by believing that they did not give 
more consideration to the Georgia Milestones when they, in fact, do.  The findings from this 
study offered important implications for special education teachers, school administrators, and 
policymakers. 
Implications 
After a thoughtful review of my researcher’s journal, analytic memos, and interview tran-
scripts, I offer suggested implications of the research. I reflect on the collective narrative of three 
special education teachers and my own. These implications are not meant to be generalized but 
rather considered when making instructional decisions for teachers. 
Special Education Teachers 
Over past decades, laws have continuously strived to help students with disabilities re-





once excluded from schooling, fully have rights to be included with their peers without disabili-
ties and are held to the same academic standards. Historically, the inclusion of students with dis-
abilities was a significant win in special education. No longer were students with disabilities 
viewed as outcasts or made to believe that they were less valuable than their peers without disa-
bilities. However, these findings suggest that students with disabilities may be encouraged to be 
too much like the general education counterparts which ultimately takes away from the individu-
alism that special education supports. And yet, critique of special education may consider the 
concept of individualism as one way that segregation is being perpetuated (Annamma, Ferri, & 
Connor, 2018; Conner, 2019). 
While schools and laws are supporting inclusion, this study revealed that it may be doing 
so at the cost of helping students with disabilities receive the specialized and individualized in-
struction they need to excel academically. General and special education teachers serve different 
roles in schools, but through collaboration and planning between general and special education 
teachers, special education teachers will be more likely to understand the ultimate academic 
goals for students with disabilities. Significantly, however, the teachers in the study believe that 
HST lessens their ability individualize instruction to meet the needs of the students they serve 
which have important implication for special education teachers.  
This study implies that one of the reasons that special education teachers may leave the 
profession is because of their battle with cognitive dissonance as it relates to preparing students 
for HST. As stated in chapter 1, nearly 25% of teachers leave the profession because of account-
ability measures (Podolsky, Kini, & Darling-Hammond, 2016). If teachers decide to remain in 
the profession, it is possible that their practices may change to align with meeting accountability 





in the study rely on the mastery learning model, it was reported having conflict between teaching 
prerequisite skills that their students have yet to master versus teaching grade level skills that 
they know will be on HST.   
Special education teachers want to have autonomy to make instructional decisions that 
they believe are in the best interest of the students they teach. However, because teachers are en-
couraged to teach with HST in mind, teachers find that their instructional decisions are geared 
more toward testing than meeting students’ needs. For the special education teachers in this 
study, this conflict of teaching toward HST and teaching what students need directly contradicts 
what they believe their purpose is as special education teachers. Teachers expressed how special 
education was developed to support students with disabilities in ways that differ from the stand-
ard instruction that students without disabilities receive. In fact, students receive special educa-
tion services because they were unable to access the standard general education curriculum with-
out additional specialized supports (Billingsley & McLeskey, 2004; Nichols, Bicard, Bicard & 
Casey, 2008). Focusing attention on HST and not on the needs of students does little to 
acknowledge that students with disabilities need and deserve unique, specialized, and individual-
ized educational support. This oversight heightens special education teachers’ dissonance. 
In addition to teachers feeling compelled to teach to HST, teachers also expressed how 
doing so negatively impacts how they support their students. The teachers openly expressed how 
some of their students have greater academic needs than others. As special education teachers 
prepare all students for HST, they find themselves teaching students with highest ability levels 
differently than those who have the greatest needs. While some students are being taught content 
that may be above their current instructional needs, others are taught test-taking strategies, for 





teachers experience dissonance knowing that there is minimal opportunity to teach many of their 
students at their appropriate instructional levels. 
Perhaps most significantly is what special education teachers believe HST does to the 
confidence of their students. Special education teachers spoke about how their students feel less 
confident in themselves when they receive poor test results and learn that they will likely be 
asked to attend summer school and risk being retained, which is also documented by researchers 
Lackaye and Margalit (2006). Again, this contradicts what special education teachers believe to 
be their role which is to support students’ educational and emotional needs, regardless of their 
academic level, and help them to make gains within a year. Special education teachers do not be-
lieve that their focus should be on helping students pass a standardized test that is not presented 
on their instructional level. 
The findings from the study showed that as it relates to HST, special education teachers 
are not viewed as the specialists they are. Special education teachers are called upon for tasks 
that are related to compliance (i.e., IEP meetings, paperwork) and meetings with general educa-
tion teachers where discussions of inclusion can take place (i.e., grade level meetings), but are 
rarely, if ever, called upon to offer insight to the instructional needs of their students as it relates 
to preparing them for HST. Specific to HST, special education teachers have limited input in 
how they spend their time and the instructional decisions that they make. Requirements of meet-
ing deadlines with paperwork and meetings and balancing supporting large caseloads remain fac-
tors that special education teachers consider overwhelming to their work (Billingsley & Bettini, 
2019). 
Even with the task of putting their expertise on the backburner to meet the expectations 





students with disabilities. Every teacher spoke highly of the capabilities of their students when 
they are given the opportunity to focus their attention on instruction. Each teacher discussed how 
they spend time getting to know students’ interests and how they learn best so they can make in-
formed instructional decisions that will be most helpful in getting students’ attention and helping 
them to learn to their fullest potential. One final interview question that was asked of the partici-
pants was, “What does a successful school year look to you”. All the teachers responded that stu-
dent growth and the happiness of the student were indicators that they had a successful year as a 
teacher. These responses spoke to why special education teachers attempt to overcome their dis-
sonance to provide quality instruction to their students.  
Special education teachers know what their students need and believe in their ability to 
meet academic goals with the right amount of instruction and supports. However, the collective 
narrative in this study was that, with the demands of HST, successfully meeting all the require-
ments of a special education teacher and meeting the needs of students with disabilities is virtu-
ally impossible.  
The study found that one of the biggest factors in special education teachers feeling that 
their job is impossible to do effectively is because of the lack of autonomy they have to work on 
tasks that impact students’ academic growth. Time is spent on completing paperwork for large 
caseloads, attending meetings, and now spending instructional time on testing material instead of 
foundational skills that are needed. The cognitive dissonance that is likely to be developed be-
cause teachers believe in educating their students one way, but their actions are unable to align 
because of mandates, can trigger frustration and lead to attrition.  
Considering that teachers believe their jobs are more doable if given more time to provide 





measures that do not include HST, it is important, now more than ever, to make plans to support 
teachers in ways that they need.  It is clear from the findings that special education teachers want 
to teach. Providing them the opportunity to do so and supporting the belief that it can be done ef-
fectively will help alleviate the current shortage of special education teachers and weaken the 
dissonance they currently feel as special educators so retention rates may increase. 
School Administrators 
At the local level, school administrators play a vital role in the satisfaction of their faculty 
and staff. School administrators have the power to enforce rules while being flexible with others. 
This study showed that teachers genuinely want to make decisions that are pleasing to those they 
report to. Even though the collective spoke against their support of HST, they continued to teach 
in ways that prepared students for the test because they knew of the importance to the school.  
This study highlighted how teachers are eager to do what they believe is in the best inter-
est of their students but are more likely to do what is asked by school administrators even if they 
disagree. As a result, school administrators should work to relieve the conflict that special educa-
tion teachers often experience. Teachers’ conflicts arise when teachers find themselves making 
decisions that support their students and making decisions that support the school or administra-
tors. Although school administrators have no control over HST, they can and should consider the 
intent of special education decisions when asking them to complete tasks or teach in ways that 
will cause internal conflict. Asking for special education teachers to participate in discussions of 
test preparation and teaching and learning are ways that school administrators can set a school 
climate that shows that special education teachers are valued for the specialty they offer to edu-
cation. Doing so will allow the expertise to be put back into the teachers’ hands as well as de-





Because school administrators are in a position of power at the local school level, it is im-
portant for them to listen to the needs of special education teachers. Failure to do so will continue 
to have teachers feeling burnt out and wanting to leave the profession. Listening to the needs of 
special education teachers will allow them to voice their concerns about how their time could 
best be spent and can advocate for inclusion where they feel it is necessary. 
Allowing special education teachers to have more control over how they instruct the stu-
dents they teach allows them to regain the respect as professionals of their craft. The study has 
shown us that special education teachers want to help their students excel. As school administra-
tors, stepping back will allow these teachers the opportunity to accomplish that goal. 
 Naturally, humans yearn for the alignment of their thoughts and actions. As much as 
teachers want to have control over their instructional decisions, this study showed that they will 
ultimately shift their thoughts to have their actions align to what is expected of them by the 
school’s administrative team. This shift of thoughts risks the teachers’ yearning to challenge cur-
riculum, advocate for the students they serve, and strive toward satisfaction in the profession that 
they spent years preparing for. As such, school administrators should work on ways to support 
special education teachers so that they can have as much freedom as possible to perform as relia-
ble professionals in their field. 
Another implication is centered around teacher evaluations. School administrators tend to 
assess teacher performance by how well their students perform on HST. School administrators 
should consider how teachers can be viewed by more than students’ test performance. Evalua-
tions should reflect less about how students perform on HST and more on how special education 






Since it is known that students with SLD have processing deficits (Cornett-Devito & 
Worley, 2005; Flanagan, Mascolo, & Alfonso, 2016), it can be inferred that it will take them 
longer to master skills that are on their grade level. As such, the quality of teachers should not be 
assessed by how well students perform on a test that is presented on their grade level. These un-
fair measurements will continue to result in teachers feeling like they are fighting a battle that 
cannot be won and can lead to teacher attrition (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Wronowski & 
Urick, 2019). Classroom assessments, student portfolios, and student observations are examples 
of tools that can be considered for teacher evaluations that can reflect the quality of a teacher 
more than HST. 
All the teachers in the study also spoke about how they would appreciate having a sup-
port person who can handle the administrative tasks that take them away from instructional time 
and planning. It would be helpful for school administrators to consider how school personnel can 
be used to provide all special education teachers within their building support so their focus can 
be on instruction and less on paperwork. 
Special education teachers are committed to their professional roles. However, with too 
much conflict, it is also common for teachers to feel burnt out and want to leave the profession. 
To support teacher retention, it is important to for school administrators to listen to the needs of 
special education teachers so they can creatively work to find solutions that will offer teachers 
what they need to minimize conflict and maximize using their expertise for students’ academic 
growth. 
Policymakers 
The most significant implications are for policymakers because HST tests are imple-





education to expect all students to reach a minimum level of achievement, it is important for 
these leaders to consider the impact that such expectations have on students with disabilities. 
Special education teachers want their students to achieve at rates that are comparable to their 
non-disabled peers but understand that reaching that goal requires a great deal of remediation, 
time, and specialized instruction. 
 One of the findings in this study was that HST minimize the ability for special education 
teachers to specialize instruction. As policymakers reflect on the purpose of special education 
and the harm that the lack of specialized instruction can cause on students with disabilities, it is 
important that alternative accountability measures be considered. The use of portfolios, for ex-
ample, could serve as a way to assess student growth while acknowledging that some students 
are not yet able to access grade level standards. Portfolios would hold special education teachers 
accountable without the sacrifice of meeting the needs of the students that they serve. Again, 
teachers want to teach, but it is most important to consider how to realistically best support our 
most vulnerable student population. 
 In addition to considering various accountability measures, policymakers should also 
consider ways that testing accommodations can better align what is offered in the classroom and 
what is on HST. The Georgia Milestones is currently not a differentiated assessment, yet students 
receive differentiated instruction daily. The misalignment of the instruction and assessment 
makes it more difficult for HST to capture students’ strengths. 
This study provides evidence to help policymakers recognize that special education 
teachers hold the credentials and expertise to make informed decisions about the instructional 
needs of the students they serve. Policymakers should consider allowing special education teach-





make reasonable academic progress that maximizes instructional time by prioritizing skills that 
students need the most. 
Suggestions for Further Research 
To learn more about how HST influences instructional decisions of a special education 
teachers, future researchers should consider hearing the stories from teachers with a variety of 
backgrounds. This study considered the experiences of four teachers in one district, three of 
whom have at least 15 years of teaching experience. Considering the experiences of special edu-
cation teachers from more school districts and with novice to veteran experience would 
strengthen the study. Novice teachers are responsible for carrying the torch over the next few 
decades. Understanding their experience and offering support where needed can help lessen the 
likelihood that they will experience the same cognitive dissonance as the teachers in this study 
and will also be less likely to feel burnt out. Understanding the experiences of other veteran 
teachers will help determine if this cognitive dissonance is experienced in other demographics or 
if it is specific to teachers and schools that are like that in the study. 
This study was conducted over a six-week period. Future researchers should also con-
sider interviewing teachers over a longer period of time and observing teaching practices when 
applicable. A longer time frame and observations will allow researchers to strengthen the re-
search by determining if teachers’ perspectives on their teaching and practices align. Observing 
teaching practices will allow the researcher to get a firsthand view on how teachers may change 
their instructional practices to align with HST in ways that may be subconscious to them. 
An additional recommendation for future researchers is that they consider the impact that 
HST has on teachers who are not yet in testing grades. It is a common understanding to believe 





HST. Comparing the experiencing that special education teachers who teach in primary grades to 
those who teach in testing grade could have offer insight and a new perspective to the influence 
that HST has on instructional decisions. It may be of interest to learn how soon jargon of HST is 
exposed to students and how soon special education teachers become concerned with their stu-
dent’s performance on HST. 
Final Thoughts 
 This research study afforded me the opportunity to hear from colleagues around a topic 
that I have found myself battling with as a special education teacher: standardized testing. Spe-
cial education is a unique system that considers the individual learning needs of students to help 
them reach their fullest academic potential. In my experience as a special education teacher of 
students in testing grades, attention was often shifted from the needs of students to getting them 
prepared to take and pass high-stakes tests. The mindset around testing being the primary focus 
drove me to want to leave testing grades. Teaching younger grade levels allowed me to help stu-
dents work on their foundational skills without frequent reminders that my goal should be on 
passing an end-of-year test. 
 From conversations with colleagues, I knew that I was not alone. My counterparts often 
initiated conversations about how our attention is misguided. Time is spent in teaching standards 
that will be on the Georgia Milestones without acknowledging that most of the students we 
served were still in need of foundational and prerequisite skills. I believed that the voices of spe-
cial education teachers needed to be heard as we pride ourselves on being advocates for our stu-
dents.  
 As I continue to work as a special education teacher, I wonder what education might look 





special education teachers are referred to whenever questions about specializing instruction are 
happening or whenever there is talk about students with disabilities. Ideally, special education 
teachers should be treated as experts in their field and should be valued and appreciated for the 
knowledge that they can offer. Special education teachers should not be made to feel like they 
must complete tasks for the sake of completing tasks or attending meetings simply to avoid disci-
plinary action. Special education teachers are one of the greatest gifts to education and should be 
cherished so that they are valued enough to continue to do the work that students with disabilities 
so desperately need. 
 It is my hope that this dissertation contributes to the discussion of standardized testing 
and allows those in power to enact change to have an insider’s perspectives on the negative ef-
fects that high-stakes testing has on our students with disabilities. I understand that change does 
not happen overnight, but with research from the mouths of teachers that are expected to meet 
the demands set before us, I am hopeful that a change will soon come. It is time that special edu-
cation regains control of providing the service it was intended to provide – meeting students 
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Appendix A Informed Consent Form 
Georgia State University 
Informed Consent 
 
Title:  Cognitive Dissonance and Special Education Teachers: Examining the Instructional De-
cisions of Special Education Teachers in a High-Stakes Testing Era 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Diane Truscott 
Student Principal Investigator: Alyse Showers 
Purpose 
The purpose of the study is to examine the experiences that elementary special education teach-
ers have with preparing students for high-stakes tests. You are invited to take part in this research 
study because you are a special education teacher at a local elementary school in ____ County 
and have a professional relationship with the researcher. A total of six people will be invited to 
take part in this study.  
Procedures  
If you decide to take part, you will participate in three interviews and a final member check ses-
sion at a mutually agreed upon location or via phone. Each interview will last approximately one 
hour but will not extend beyond an hour and a half. Each interview will also be audio recorded 
and transcribed. Member checks will take place at the beginning of the second and third inter-
views and will reference the preceding interview.  A third member check will be conducted at 





longer than 30 minutes. Interviews and the final member check session will span over a six-week 
time frame. The first interview cycle will take place in March. 
Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal  
You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to be in the study and change your mind, you 
have the right to drop out at any time. You may decline to answer questions or stop participating 
at any time. You may refuse to take part in the study or stop at any time. You may skip questions 
or stop participating at any time. 
 
Though you are a former or current coworker of the researcher, the researcher does not supervise 
you. Participation, or lack thereof, will not affect your standing at your school. 
Contact Information  
Contact Alyse Showers and Dr. Truscott at ahaliburton2@student.gsu.edu  
• If you have questions about the study or your part in it 
• If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study 
 
Consent 
You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep. 
If you are willing to volunteer for this research and agree to be audiotaped, please sign below.  
____________________________________________   
Printed Name of Participant 
  
 
____________________________________________  _________________ 




____________________________________________  ________________                   






Appendix B Interview Questions 
Interview 1 
 
• How long have you been in education? 
• How long have you been an elementary teacher? 
• Have you always been special education? 
• What grade levels have you taught in elementary? 
• What led you to teaching? 
• Do you see yourself teaching in 5 years? 
• What do you think keeps you teaching for so long? Is it you really love the kids or do you 
just like that you know what to do? Like you’re good at it? What keeps you teaching? 
• What has been your favorite grade level to teach and why? 
• Research shows that 25% of teachers leave education because of accountability measures. 
How do you respond to that? Like what do you think about that? 
• How has your experience been with this remote learning because of the coronavirus? 
• Overall, what has been your personal experience with preparing your scholars? What has 
been your personal experience I guess with preparing students for the Milestones? 
Interview 2 
• Special education teachers often discuss how much paperwork is involved with their job. 
Can you talk about that work? Your experience as a SEPD teacher? 
• How do you feel like the paperwork influences your teaching? 
• Do you feel like if they said, “You know what? You don't have to worry about writing 
IEPs and you don’t have to worry about collecting data twice a week” – How do you 





• So I'm trying to know like when you think about paperwork and the data collection and 
all of that stuff, how does that factor in with the Georgia Milestones? 
• Do you have experience, or have you ever taught students who were not maybe in their 
right setting? 
• What is the experience like balancing caseloads with a wide range of exceptionalities? 
• How does teaching multiple great levels impact your ability to meet the needs of your 
students, particularly those with learning disabilities? 
• Do you have students with learning disabilities now in your class?  
• What percentage of your students have a learning disability?  
• Generally speaking, based upon your many years of experience, are those kids perform-
ing on grade level, above or below grade level, or significantly below? 
• How do you specifically meet the needs of students with learning disabilities? 
• Goals and objectives are developed by the teacher. How often is it that their goals and ob-
jectives are aligned with their grade level standards? 
• As a SPED teacher what do you teach? Do you teach the goals and objectives or do you 
teach the grade level standards? How do you maneuver that? 
• For the students who have LD, was it a lot of them who were able to master those prereq-
uisite skills? 
• What are your conversations like with students, specifically students with learning disa-
bilities, about the Georgia Milestones? 






• If there were no Milestones, if all high-stakes tests were thrown out the window, do you 
think that you would expose those students who have learning disabilities and have not 
yet demonstrated mastery of prerequisite skills, would you still expose them to grade 
level work?  
Interview 3 
 
• One of the common themes was that it is hard to balance completing paperwork with 
other responsibilities, and I would just like for you to talk more about that.  
• How has technology influenced your ability to collect paperwork? What role does it 
play? 
• Someone commented that observational data is more important than tangible data. How 
do you respond to that? 
• If you had less paperwork, what would happen? 
• Another thing that a lot of people talked about was the importance of having extra sup-
port like a para. Can you talk more about that need? 
• Another theme was that it is unrealistic to expect students who are two to three grade lev-
els behind to pass the Milestones. Do you agree and I want you to talk about why or why 
not? 
• Do you feel like your students receive sufficient testing accommodations? 
• I want to talk about the CRCT-M. I know that you've had experience with that in the past, 
so I want you to talk a little bit about what that experience was like from your perspective 
and from the students’ perspective and even from the parents’ perspective. 
• A statement was made that if you can read you can be successful on any reading test re-





• Now that we don't have state testing this year what do you think that's going to mean for 
students’ progress as far as their achievement and growth, and how do you feel about not 
testing? 
• Another theme was that special education teachers can predict who will pass the Mile-
stones at the beginning of the year. How do those predictions impact your instructional 
decisions throughout the year? 
• How much control you feel you have over the instruction you provide. Why do you feel 
like that and what do you have control over? 
• Can you talk about how your planning looks different than general ed, and how you take 
those plans and individualize? Or do you individualize for your students? 
• How does students receiving different services impact your ability to provide quality in-
struction to your students? 
• Alyse: Another thing a lot of you all talked about was how it is important to have honest 
data talks with your students. Can you tell me your thoughts on that? 
• A lot of you also talked about the importance of building confidence in your kids and 
building trust in your kids. Can you talk explicitly about how you do that? 
• What does a successful year look like to you? 
 
